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	1. Prologue

The perpetual red light from the sky sent the dark land below into harsh crimson relief, the smell of blood faint on the air. Wilted palm trees bowed over the tracks of the once-beautiful Green Hill Zone, hiding the occasional decayed corpse with their merciful—if sparse—shade. The air was stagnant and muggy, hardly a breeze daring to alleviate the heat.

All was still until a dark form darted through the tracks; a familiar blue streak. The form stopped atop a small crest, upon which time it was revealed that something was terribly wrong with the blue hero. Red eyes inset on black sclera roved his surroundings, carefully searching for some unknown objective. His mouth, instead of twisting into his trademark lopsided smirk, stretched into a violently wide grin, revealing rows of yellowing razor teeth. In no less than a heartbeat he had shot off again, causing the hiding form nearby to let out a silent breath of relief.

Careful to be completely silent, a familiar pink Hedgehog slid back down into her burrow, letting the brown, grass-camouflaged trap door fall shut behind her. She swept her shoulder-length pink spines over her shoulder, reflecting sadly on her once-short quill-style, and walked through darkness to a steel-reinforced door set into the low dirt wall. Imputing a long code onto the control panel nearby, she listened as the door clicked, then opened it to reveal her home.

Walking back to the shower, a small, narrow, rectangular indent in the metal wall with a simple shower-head and drain, she turned her water back on and stepped inside. She closed her eyes against the liquid; despite being triple-filtered from the bloody, stagnant stuff outside, the water coming out of the faucet was not drinkable and certainly wasn't good for her eyes.

Well.

_Eye_.

She supposed the other one... didn't matter anymore...

Despite knowing that her door was soundproofed, she still found herself suppressing her sobs, and was glad the water was there to mask her tears. What had happened to their world? What had happened to... him? With their world's last hope instead the cause of their hell...

Could _anyone_ save them now?


	2. Chapter 1

A month later...

There were no clouds to shield Moondale from its three suns, making the air a perfect mix of October chill and sunny warmth. Two streaks of light, one golden and one teal, shot cheerily through the beautiful cobalt sky to land near a magnificent castle. The castle was one of pale marble and harvest gold, its towers kissing the sky, its halls and rooms as cool and fresh as nighttime. The two lights in front dissipated to reveal Silver the Hedgehog and Princess Luna Rose Starblaizer, both carrying large loads; Silver with his telekinesis and Luna with her cybernetic left arm. They appeared to be arguing as they landed in the soft green grass, each trying to raise their voice above the others'. At the castle gate, two armored mobian soldiers watched disinterestedly, having witnessed similar exchanges between the two for over an hour.

"I won! I won!" Luna was shouting, teeth bared in a grin.

"You cheated!" Silver shot back, his anger not quite skin-deep. "You hit me with a tree!"

"Yeah, well... It was a small tree," Luna replied defensively, then added in a softer tone, "It's not my fault there was a Wood Spirit living in it. I apologized."

"To her," Silver growled. He balled his hands into fists and pressed them against his head, grimacing at the grass as if hoping it would strangle Luna for him. Watching this, Luna thought he rather looked like he wanted to bash his head against the castle wall. Whichever it was, he settled for a smart retort.

"Your land is strange. I knew that Moondale was an island on Mobius and a separate dimension, but for some reason... I can't... I mean, three moons, no sun, Wood Spirits, Ideah...!"

"Don't complain about my Zone," Luna replied curtly as they began walking towards the castle entrance, the two armor-clad mobians giving their second princess a respectful bow. "If the Moonlight Realm—Moondale—didn't exist, neither would Mobius, and neither would your timeline. Remember; Twilight, Moonlight, and the Nether. The three Dark Realms, and this one is...?"

"Yours. Yeah, I know." Silver replied in a dead-pan, all-too-aware of this fact. Especially when both Luna and her strange, cat-like friend, Oro Plata, kept reminding him of it.

The time-traveling Hedgehog stopped to kick a strange flower that was biting at his boots as Luna walked ahead. Emitting a strange, sharp hissing noise, it sank thorny green fangs into his sole. Silver, panicking slightly, crushed it under his heel and was rewarded by sharp glares by all three Moondalians, but he decided to continue ranting as if he hadn't seen.

"Princess of the Stars, Leader of the Moonlight Realm, yada, yada, yada, important, important, important. Y'know, I miss the days where the strangest thing I had to deal with was me."

"~Too bad, so sad!~" Luna sang, grinning in spite of Silver's indignant stare—or, perhaps, because of it.

Giving each other the occasional playful punch to the arm and exchanging lighthearted banter, Luna and Silver walked over the short wooden bridge and into the courtyard. The marble towers stretched overhead, reflecting the warmth of the three suns in a way that made them shine golden. Plainly-dressed but well-fed servants bustled about happily, tidying up the hedges, trees, and fountains in preparation for the upcoming holiday: something similar to Halloween called Hansyeta. In fact, Luna reflected, this holiday was her country's equivalent to Halloween.

Luna and Silver dropped their last loads just inside the double doors of the foyer, where servants immediately began unpacking the shiny contents and hanging them around the bare walls. The soft sound of voices humming filled the fresh air. The song was a Moondalian lullaby about the Dark Realms, which Luna could understand, but to her Light Realm friends was just beautiful (though incomprehensible) singing:

"God, help us serve you well,

We dwellers of the Dark.

Your Son saved us from hell,

So we cry in loud voices, Hark!

Two good Dark Leaders sing,

Glory to the Trinity!

While Daemon Leaders cry their curses and scream,

Damn the Godhead's Three!"

"**Princess**! Help me with this!"

Luna blinked, looking around for the familiar voice. Knuckles the Echidna was running out of the main hall, struggling with several large, cat-like, sentient animals that were apparently attached to his head: Ideah kits. Luna gasped in shock when Knuckles shouted, spinning to throw them off. The kits only let loose Moondalian cries of laughter, digging their claws deeper into his head-spines. The ones with wings flapped them to keep balance, clipping servants and soldiers as they passed and knocking people to the floor. Knuckles finally tripped, crashing into a massive, hollow, gourd-like fruit that was waiting for its place near a wall, breaking the skin and falling into it. Everyone in the foyer heard the noise and turned to look, the singing coming to an awkward halt. Knuckles was struggling to sit up while wrestling the kits and several angry vines that had sprung forth from the recesses of the fruit, wrapping around his arms and neck.

Ignoring Silver's loud guffaws, Luna flew to Knuckles, the fruit, and the kits, her normally golden Starlight Magic emitting an angry red glow. The kits froze at the sight of her face, their tails and ears tucking. Even the plant ceased trying to strangle the endangered Echidna.

"You are embarrassing me," Luna growled in Moondalian. The kits cowered, but all Knuckles heard was incomprehensible garbling. "You are embarrassing the Moondalian Kingdom, and therefore my uncle, and therefore me! Go play with my Bond; Oro Plata. You know the one."

"Don't let me catch you making trouble again!" Luna shouted after them as they ran off, then added to Knuckles in English, "I'm sorry about that. We don't have Echidnas here, see, so they were... um... excited?"

"No, no, I understand," Knuckles accepted her hand, and the Hedgecat easily lifted the heavier boy up while he ripped the last of the vines off of his arms. "I've been to more than one country where people don't even know what an Echidna is—Silver, SHUT IT!"

At Knuckles' shout, Silver fell abruptly silent, having been talking in English about Knuckles' fall to a confused Moondalian servant; a nervous, plain-looking Sugar Glider girl dressed in a colorful—though dusty—apron. Noticing their stares, she gasped and returned her attention to the bioluminescent wreath she was hanging, leaving Silver to blush in the sudden silence. Soon enough, the singing continued.

"Anyway," Knuckles went on, thankfully not noticing Luna's stifled snort. "I came to give you a message, Princess. Shadow is upstairs helping the King hang a banner, but he's having some sort of trouble."

"Who, my Uncle Nova?" Luna asked, arching a brow.

King Nova's name wasn't really "Nova", it was Novasein, but as he was a Starblaizer with powers over supernova explosions it was a fitting nickname. The benevolent Hedgehog had taken over the kingdom in place of Luna's deceased parents until her older sister and heir to the throne, Locke, could lead, but that was roughly 50 years ago. Luckily, the Starblaizers were all genetically ageless. Luna was 64 in a 14-year-old body and Locke was bodily still about 17. Time was a relative term for their family. Heh!

"No, not King Nova," Knuckles replied, interrupting Luna's brief reminisce and inner joke. "Shadow. He wouldn't tell me what's wrong, but I think I can guess. It's happening to me too."

At this point Silver had walked over, and subsequently overheard the last part of that sentence. He looked worried, his eyebrows pinched in concern. Luna had always thought this looked amusing, what with his quill-line down to his eyebrows and shifting with his eyes, but she knew better than to say anything. Boys his age had sensitive egos.

"What's happening to you?" Silver asked, tugging the golden band on his left wrist uncomfortably, as if it chafed him. Remembering that they were originally a form of chain, Luna guessed that they probably did.

"It's this land," Knuckles explained, directing shrewd violet eyes at Silver's amber. "Most of Mobius—in fact, everywhere but here—constantly flows with Chaos Energy. But this land, this dimension or whatever, it has absolutely no Chaos Energy anywhere, and it's doing something to me and Shadow. Our bodies are used to Chaos, and the extended lack of it is making us... ill."

"Why isn't it effecting me?" Silver asked, looking vaguely concerned. "I can't... I can't sense this place's energy, either. I figured maybe I was losing my touch or something."

"Nope. I can explain it!" Luna said cheerily, clapping her hands once to draw their attention. "First off, Shadow uses Chaos as a sort of... um, food? He absorbs it like we breathe air; that's why he hardly ever needs to eat or sleep. Knuckles is the Guardian of the Master Emerald, so his connection is stronger and that's probably why he's feeling it. Silver, aside from your powers you're just a regular mobian. A cool one," she added when Silver's face fell. "...but you aren't as attuned to Chaos, so the lack of it doesn't affect you. As to why you can't feel the energy of my nation, that's thanks to the Ideah's magic, which also serves to keep Moondale off of maps and such."

Neither Echidna or Hedgehog spoke after her little speech. Luna saw by their expressions that they were trying to get it, but eventually Knuckles just shook his head and said, "I have no idea about any of that, but Shadow needs you upstairs. Silver, you and I are needed in the Dining Hall to help put these... fruits?... up. I was just coming to get you when those dang cats—"

Luna shot him an exasperated look. It seemed that she needed to remind him every ten minutes that Ideah were not cats; as if being giant creatures mutated into their environments wasn't enough! They were extremely ancient and proud creatures that you could offend easily. If you were stupid or careless enough to offend an Ideah... well...

"Er, the Ideah kittens—um, kits?—they attacked me," Knuckles amended somewhat lamely, realizing his mistake. Unperturbed, Luna flashed him a forgiving and somewhat teasing smile, to which he visibly relaxed.

Super strength or not, if Luna decided to call the Royal Ideah on Knuckles, it'd be rather similar to fighting an angry swarm of giant, flying, magical lions.

Luna glanced back as she walked away. Knuckles and Silver had gone to examine the damaged gourd, probably trying to figure out a way to carry it that wouldn't get them strangled. Smirking but not particularly worried, since that gourd was called a vasein and only attacked immediately after being provoked, Luna left them to figure it out. She strode through the nearest hallway, which was mostly devoid of people, and found the empty archway that led to the foremost right turret. She hesitated at the bottom of the smooth, timeworn stone steps, one hand lingering on the frame of the arch.

There wasn't a lot that could make Shadow ill. Both he and Luna had enhanced healing that came with being ageless; wounds that would kill lesser mortals only left small scars on them. She didn't know what he acted like when he was sick, and only barely when he was tired. Luna did know what he acted like when he was injured, and it wasn't cordial. The most important question was: would he even allow her to help?

Pushing these thoughts aside, Luna silently steeled herself and started up the smooth stone steps. A few silent minutes of walking passed before she heard familiar popping sounds, which was the noise her Uncle Nova's flight made. It grew steadily louder as she ascended step after step, her thoughts adrift, before Luna finally began to wonder where Shadow was. She didn't have to wonder for long; before she reached the top of the turret, she found the subject of her thoughts leaning against the inner wall of the circular tower, his head tilted up and his eyes closed. He was breathing deeply, perhaps quicker than normal, but other than that nothing looked particularly wrong with him. Luna didn't know if that was a good or bad sign.

"Shadow?" Luna asked, slowing as she approached. She was careful to keep out of his reach—both of arm and Chaos Spear. "You okay? I was told that you were ill."

Shadow made no reply, and didn't move from his spot, his hands clasped over his stomach. Luna was presented with an absurd image of Snow White laying in her coffin after being thought dead, except it was Shadow in the coffin, wearing Maria's—his deceased human "sister" from 50 years ago—dress. Luna barely managed to suppress a snicker, clearing her throat gently to conceal it.

"Shadow?" Luna tried again, her mouth thankfully not twitching. "Come on, man. This isn't funny."

With this, Luna reached forward and touched Shadow's arm, trying to get a response. Normally he reacted rather defensively to being touched by an unknown person (and Luna assumed he didn't realize she was there), but this time he only opened his eyes. Shadow didn't look at her. His ruby gaze was instead fixed on the ceiling, clouded slightly as if he were unable to focus. It took a while to notice, but Luna eventually realized that his hands, though still clasped, had begun to twitch. His breathing quickly grew more rapid and shallow, and his thin, triangular ears began to shiver slightly.

Worried now, Luna gripped Shadow's arm and lightly shook it. He grimaced and shook his head almost imperceptibly, becoming pale when she moved him.

"Shadow?" Luna asked yet again, trying to meet his gaze. "C'mon, man, I speak pretty much everything but silent. You gotta tell me how to help!"

"C-Chaos..." Shadow managed through clenched teeth, his breath shallow and forced. "I need Chaos. This is... I..."

Luna looked at him sympathetically, sighing. Despite what Knuckles had said, there was Chaos energy on Moondale—in certain, rare churches spread throughout. The nearest of these was several miles away. That was much too far for Shadow to teleport if he was on empty. Luna could have brought him there by flight, but what was he going to do, stay in the church? It was better, however much it hurt, to let his body grow accustomed to Dark Energies.

At least, she thought it was. As Luna watched, Shadow gasped quietly in pain and sank lower on the wall, out of her grip. He gripped his abdomen as if he wanted to rip something foul out of it, his teeth clenching, his ears flattening and his fur and quills raising so that he looked like the world's most dangerous teddy bear. Luna sank to her knees beside him, trying to figure out how to help, but with every movement he made it seemed to get worse and he seemed to grow weaker.

Luna thought of herself when she was low on calories: she collapsed, usually heaving, and wouldn't be able to move until she ingested some sort of power. Being the embodiment of Starlight, Luna could ingest almost any type of pure power source for food: fire, electricity, Chaos, telekinetic and psychokinetic energy, the nearest car battery or nuclear reactor... Shadow, however, needed Chaos. Right now, the specially engineered Chaos organ in his body was most likely sucking up his last reserves and sucking nutrients from the rest of his body to maintain itself. He had never been this far away from Chaos in his life; that she could guarantee.

Shadow suddenly coughed, startling Luna out of her reflections. He had held a white-gloved hand to his face when he did this, and lowering it Luna glimpsed four small splotches of a blackish red liquid staining the fabric. It had the consistency of blood, but not the smell, which rather scared her—especially when Shadow appeared to have stopped fighting whatever pain he was feeling in favor of leaning against the wall. His fur slowly laid flat, his eyelids at half mast and glazed.

When shaking his shoulder produced no effect, Luna grew truly anxious and raised her cybernetic arm to his eye level. Activating the preprogrammed artificial intelligence in her bionic parts, she said, "Activate transfusion of Chaos energy and Starlight energy with blood. Use my blood as a base. Change my blood type to new subject's blood type upon entering subject's body. Begin."

In response to her orders, a small, hollow tube snaked out of a slot newly revealed in her robotic wrist, and, using the slanted edge, stabbed into the crook of Shadow's left elbow. Luna gasped quietly when her own cybernetic left arm began to extract blood from her body, but after a few seconds the sensation became bearable, and she watched in mild interest as her blood dribbled through the tube into Shadow's arm after being tempered by her cybernetics. He didn't so much as glance at it. Or her. Or move his eyes at all.

Luna waited for what must've been several minutes, even after the tube had finished its work and snaked back to its place in her arm. Shadow didn't stir once, and he almost wasn't breathing. Finally, after what seemed an eternity, he gasped and bolted upright. He stared wildly at Luna for a moment, before becoming pale and leaning over the step next to him to retch. She leaned away and breathed a sigh of relief. Shadow's convulsions subsided after a short while, and he slacked against the cool, dark marble wall behind him, breathing deeply. This time, his eyes were completely alert, and soon aimed at Luna with a strange expression that she couldn't quite mark.

"Are you alright now?" Luna asked, feeling a need to break the awkward silence.

"Yes," Shadow replied shortly, looking away and getting to his feet. Luna followed his lead, standing a foot away and eyeing his face.

"You sure?" Luna asked skeptically.

"Yes. Why?" He asked in reply, leveling his serious ruby eyes at her mischievous green and blue ones.

Luna smirked and snickered, "You've got drool on your face."

Shadow blinked, for a moment only staring at Luna in mild disbelief as if trying to calculate whether or not she'd risk poking fun at him. Luna's smile grew wider until she had to cover her face, trying very hard not to laugh. Realizing that she was completely serious, Shadow made a sharp noise of disgust and averted his eyes, at the same time using the heel of his palm to wipe his reddening cheeks. Luna couldn't help but giggle, which prompted Shadow to give her a baleful glance and start walking up the steps. Luna jogged after him easily, grinning to show her sharp canines.

"Well, thank you, Luna," she said in a mock-grim way, using the internal cybernetics in her throat to mimic Shadow's deep tones. "I'm positively bursting with eternal gratitude! I will even dismount my high-horse to get on my knees in than—"

Luna was forced to stop, throwing her torso back by bending at the waist, when Shadow took a playful swing at her head. She said "playful" only because it was slower than normal, giving her time to dodge, but all the same he left cracks spiderwebbed in the wall behind her. The shockwave of Chaos that this attack produced rather startled her, since no trace of green energy, flame or otherwise, had been visibly present. Shadow tried to walk away again, but Luna bounced in front of him, forcing him to stop and acknowledge her. The smile slowly died from her pink, battle-scarred lips.

"I'm serious, Shadow," Luna said, placing her mismatched hands on her almost-too-skinny waist. "There's no bloody way the transfusion I gave you has taken full effect yet. You're shaking, you're sweating, and you're talking to me even less than normal. I know something is wrong. I can smell—"

"I'm fine," he interrupted, glaring somewhere over her left shoulder. "Don't interfere."

Shadow tried to sidestep her yet again, but this time Luna grabbed his passing right arm, frowning and ignoring the glare he gave her. It shocked her how sweaty the thick black fur was under her flesh fingers. If he wanted to escape her grasp, he could probably just slide away, so she had to make her point quickly...

"Don't just rush off! Take a second to let it work. I'm not gonna laugh at you or anything... everyone needs to take a break every now and then; even me."

'Probably especially me,' Luna thought, but she didn't say that out loud.

"I'm fine," Shadow insisted stubbornly, his voice perhaps sharper than normal as he pulled his arm from her grip at last. "Leave it be."

Shadow walked away and Luna let him, her fingers lingering in the air somewhat uncertainly. However, he only made it up a few steps before Luna called, in a voice just a stubborn as his had been, "No!"

Perhaps it was the sheer act of defiance that made him hesitate, but he stopped nonetheless. His back remained facing her. The hallway grew immensely quiet, the only sounds that of the birds tweeting outside and the hunting calls of distant Ideah. Even the sound of people moving throughout the castle seemed to grow dim, as if they could sense, by some innate intuition, that something was wrong.

'Hoo, boy. You just had to push that last button, didn't you, Lu?'

Shadow's voice was deliberately free of emotion when he asked, in a voice so barely weaker than normal that only Luna—and perhaps Rouge the Bat—would have caught it, "Why won't you just leave it alone?"

Luna didn't answer right away, knowing it wasn't needed. Shadow knew the answer to his own question.

The strange thing was, Luna and Shadow were sort of... married. It had been quite an accident, and required a bit of a story to understand. The two had first met a few months ago under unfortunate circumstances: Luna, while attempting to teleport the majority of her Team Cosmos via Warp Portal, had been the subject of an attempted assassination. With a bullet wound to her stomach, she had accidentally Warped all of her team away. Luna had landed with Oro countless miles away in the middle of Mushroom Hill Zone, dying. Fortunately, Shadow had come across them while returning from a solo mission. Un-fortunately, he had almost left the two to bleed to death, not thinking it his business. It might have been a spark of kindness, pity, or perhaps a simple flare of nobility that prompted him to save their lives... Luna had never asked. Taking them to the Egg Army base he had just... emptied... Shadow had administered First Aid and taken care of their basic needs. While not really a gentleman, he had helped them regardless.

Trust Luna to be a pain in the _gamhecon_.

Upon waking, Luna was aghast to see that she and Oro were gravely injured and in the company—not to mention debt—of a complete stranger. Introductions had been made, followed by threats and questions, respectively. The Princess of the Stars hadn't taken too kindly to being ordered around by a "dog of the military". She had held—and still did, to some extent—a grudge against G.U.N. for their raid upon the Space Colony ARK, which she was present for and injured during. Despite being close to death, Luna had made it her personal mission to disobey every rule that Shadow sat out for her. This included both eating medicine and staying inside, which slowed even her enhanced healing to a snail's crawl and dragged out the period of her staying with him over several weeks. Over this course of time, both Luna and Oro had driven Shadow up the wall.

What changed?

Well, being the open person that she was, Luna had progressively told Shadow almost everything there was to know about her, sometimes even accidentally during (fever-enhanced) night terrors. This included the death of her parents via a rare terminal disease, her partial insanity, her agelessness... and eventually Phantom, a demon called a Shadowless that had possessed Luna and still lived inside of her at that point. She still didn't know which of these things had first earned his respect, but something did, and caused him to start treating her with some amount of decency. Equally so, he had given her scraps of his own history over time that she pieced together; the ARK, Maria and his promise to her, the Black Arms and his relation to them, and Team Dark, his closest friends.

Learning how Shadow had been affected by the ARK's raid was probably what made Luna stop treating Shadow so horribly—when his stoic, grim demeanor stopped being a flashing challenge to poke at—but even now she wasn't sure exactly what had triggered it. With the seed of respect planted, time and teamwork—no matter how unwillingly the latter may have been given—made it grow, leading to a sort of friendship. Shadow eventually offered to help Luna banish Phantom from her own body, and while they succeeded, it almost killed Luna again. It was around this time, she supposed, that their friendship became... well, more.

Luna had never loved a boy before. Being ageless, her chances on having a husband or children were always slim-to-none. It didn't help that she was an unprecedented tomboy and hated mushy, cheesy stuff. So, when Luna suddenly found her heart reacting in ways that she had never experienced, needless to say it was quite strange, as it certainly was for Shadow, who had likewise never been interested in girls. But this was different; it was unlike any overdone stereotype they'd ever seen in books or movies, where love was nothing but horomones and pheromones and lust and then it's over.

This was a choice; a promise.

They both made a promise to protect each other no matter what, and that served as their personal dance floor for that strange, wild tango called love. From passionate sparring matches to passionate other things, Luna and Shadow had become inseparable partners. Neither of them were much into buying cheap presents or taking the other out on dates. For two immortals, their time together was the greatest gift. However, that wasn't to say that they didn't enjoy any traditional mushy stuff. With two super-powered beings playing in this new field, how could they not? And Luna rather enjoyed it, as she knew Shadow did, too. Aside from the occasional teasing from friends (which was quickly quenched), the mushy stuff never really got in the way.

Except for the time in question, on yet another occasion of Shadow visiting Moondale. That time, Luna had requested his aid in transporting precious Ideah eggs across Moondale to the waiting Loh Clan, accompanied by the Fastuz Ideah Clan, which would be the ones actually carrying the eggs. One day was particularly stressful; they were attacked by four swarms of Wind Sprites, a traveling pack of the non-sentient Feruz Ideah (who were responsible for Luna's original loss of limb and therefore her bionic implants), and the hunting had been slim, which meant no dinner—and, when Luna didn't have enough calories, it meant a very moody Princess. Unfortunately, (or fortunately, depending on how it was looked at) one of the younger members of the Fastuz Ideah Clan had then asked Luna how royalty like her was in love with a "mutt" like Shadow.

Now, Luna hadn't told these Ideah about it; no, they—or she, as the young perpetrator was—decided to use an Ideah's innate ability to sense emotions in order to figure this out. Luna wouldn't have minded this so much if the young Ideah hadn't blurted it to the world, but as it was, she did. So Luna, in a fit of defiance and rage not unlike the one she was currently showing Shadow, had up and kissed her midnight companion right in front of the entire Clan...

...while forgetting a _very_ important fact about Ideah culture.

When both parties are bodily mature...

And one party makes a public declaration of love...

It's a marriage proposal.

For those of you hard of hearing, yes, a _marriage proposal._

Of course, this fact was pointed out for the flabbergasted Princess. Cheeks had gone red, eyes had gone wide, chins had dropped, and a slightly high-pitched "hmph" had been made. Then, to Luna's surprise—but not disappointment—Shadow had accepted her proposal by kissing her back. So yes, they were technically married, though Luna hadn't told her family about it and might not for several years. After all, this would make Shadow a prince by Moondalian law, though thank God it wouldn't force Luna to become queen. Somehow, "Prince Shadow" just didn't fit along with "Ultimate Lifeform", "Living Weapon", "G.U.N. Agent" and "arch-rival of Sonic the Hedgehog". Thankfully, Ideah marriages didn't require rings. They did require a somewhat ritualistic bite to the neck that had to draw blood, which had been quite awkward to do...

All of this passed through Luna's head in about four seconds, just enough time to make the silence uncomfortable. Shadow met her gaze at last, looking surprisingly tired. She sighed.

"I won't leave it alone because I care, you dolt," Luna finally answered, her lips easily sliding back into her mischievous smirk. "When people care for each other, they nag and nag and nag. Don't they?"

Shadow gave his trademark "hmph" and looked away, starting back up the steps, but not before Luna had glimpsed his mouth twitching as he, too, recalled their history. Luna jogged up to walk beside him, but from then on let him be silent. She knew he needed time to recover, but more than that she knew that Shadow had gotten the message. He wouldn't over-exert himself for a while, even as the Chaos transfusion got to work on his deprived system... and, hopefully, he started to feel better.

They soon reached the top of the turret; a platform open to the sky, people shielded from falling only by intermittent marble blocks lining the edge. Peering over the side, Luna beheld a dizzying height leading to innocent-looking grass, and probably would have fallen if not for her incredible sense of balance. She was drawn from this thrill by a sudden shout, too distant for mortal ears to understand, but easily heard by Shadow and Luna with their enhanced senses.

"Over here!" Uncle Nova shouted from near a distant turret, hovering just above a cloud of pearlescent purple smoke. "Help me hammer this banner in!"

Confused for a moment, Luna looked closer and saw that he was holding one corner of a massive, colorfully painted banner announcing "hello" in several different languages, Moondalian hieroglyphics included. It stretched down and pooled on the ground in a massive pile, forcing citizens and servants alike to skirt its wide girth as they traveled through Village Town and the castle.

"Uncle Nova, da' hell we need this giant banner for?!" Luna shouted teasingly, her voice probably carrying across the town. Many people stopped walking to look up at her, eyes of various shades of gold, blue, and green growing wide.

"Watch your language, young lady," Nova shouted back, a thin veil of sternness covering his jolly voice. Luna snorted audibly at being called a "young" lady.

"Just give me a hand before mine fall off!" Nova finished, his voice rising in crescendo.

Laughing, Luna flew down to the pile of fabric and searched for the corner. She waved hello to the mobians that passed. One young red panda, this one having orange and red eyes not unlike most Twili, even ran from her anxious mother to give Luna a hug. She squealed in delight when Luna presented her with a little "magic show" of light from her fingertips. Luna watched them go a bit sadly, knowing that that little girl's mother had probably seen Luna in the exact same way she was now, for the majority of her life, on screens and in Moondalian newspapers.

Come to think of it... they all probably had.

Luna soon found the corner of the fabric and shot up to the turret she'd come from, being careful not to tangle the thick banner lest it tear. She was aware of Shadow's gaze on her as she held the heavy corner of the banner to the wall, hovering just a foot from the bottom of the rails. Digging a steel nail out of a compartment in her metal arm, Luna then proceeded to rapidly punch the nail through the thick fabric and into the wall. Uncle Nova shouted thanks as he fixed his own, then landed in his turret and collapsed comically (his boots flying and staying in the air, a cloud of purple smoke billowing out from his cape). Luna grinned at this as she landed beside Shadow, who had watched the entire thing without so much as a smile. Only Luna could notice the slight brightness to his scarlet eyes that indicated he was enjoying himself.

"He's certainly a... _lenient_ ruler," Shadow noted as they started back down the stairs, their stride much more relaxed this time.

"Oh, he's a goof," Luna agreed, not unkindly. "He hopes he can live up to his brother's title, is all. He just wants people to like him."

"Is he a good father to you now?" Shadow asked bluntly, before seeing the look on Luna's face and adding, "Surrogate, at least?"

Luna sighed, looking down and replying, "Eh. He's a good father, but he's not a good replacement for my Papa. No one could be."

"I understand," Shadow replied, and Luna knew he was telling the truth.

Shadow himself had previously faced hard challenges with his own "family": his biological "father" was the alien overlord Black Doom, who had provided DNA for Shadow, while his surrogate father was a human scientist named Professor Gerald Robotnik—Dr. Ivo "Eggman" Robotnik's grandfather. Given that Shadow's only biological relations were a race of bloodthirsty, mindless aliens, and that his only real father figure was dead, he could sympathize quite well with Luna being an orphan.

On the other hand, Luna knew (probably more so than even Shadow did) how terrible Black Doom and his underlings had been before the genetically engineered Hedgehog had wiped them out. They were aliens, and it was part of Luna's job as the Princess of the Stars to monitor the "stars" and their inhabitants. In addition, Black Doom had proved quite the problem for the Dark Realms back in the day. Neither Luna, her Uncle Nova, or the other two Dark Leaders had been sorry to see him go.

On this train of thought, it wasn't long before Luna thought of another force charged with watching over the universe: the Zone Cop Corps and the administrator of Zone Jail, Warden Zobotnik. Specifically, her thoughts drifted onto the Zone Cops' star officer, Zonic, with whom she had not spoken in a long time. Being who she was, Luna had close—though not always friendly—ties with the Zone Cops and the Warden. However, she was friends with Zonic, and something about not knowing how he was bothered her greatly.

As they walked down the steps, Luna found her thoughts strangely fixated on the Zone Cops. She had a feeling deep in her gut that something was wrong, but she couldn't quite identify what. The artificial gravity generators were fine... The Dark Barrier that had protected them from the worst of the rewrite was fine... They had plenty of control collars for prisoners... Plenty of food and water... Blasters... Hover cars... Medicine... Building materials...

The feeling—whatever it was—could not be shaken, intensifying quickly instead of fading. Luna began to grow alarmed as the beginnings of an anxiety attack hit her, and she noticed a splitting headache forming in her temples.

'Oh, no-no-no-no...! Calm down, Lu. Don't freak out! Last time you had an anxiety attack you blew up half of Saturn 20XX and sent their Mars out of orbit!'

Luna still winced at the memory.

'Ok, ok... breathe. You know the drill. Focus on what's real. How many steps till we hit the ground floor? Let's see... Ten, twenty, thirty, forty... Ok, forty-seven... forty-six... forty-five...'

Shadow glanced in her direction. Luna tried to remain calm, but she knew her knees were shaking and she was sweating. This wasn't normal. This had come out of nowhere and she didn't want to worry Shadow. She was more stable than this. She was stronger than this. She... she couldn't focus on anything but the Zone Cops. She couldn't think! The headache was getting worse...

'...thirty-four... thirty-three... thirty-two...'

A sudden, intense wave of nausea hit Luna and she was forced to raise a hand to her face, shielding as much as she could so that Shadow couldn't see the grimace that had formed there. Every heartbeat made her head pound, and her mouth was watering in the prerequisite of vomit...

'...fifteen... fourteen... thirteen...'

Luna didn't know what she'd do once she hit the bottom of the steps. She couldn't let her citizens, or her friends, see her break down. She could fly away... Well, no she couldn't. Vomit wasn't pretty at Mach 3.

'...ten... nine...'

screeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee

The pain was reaching a peak. Shadow was staring at her now, obviously aware that something was wrong. Every step threatened collapse, yet, still, Luna miraculously kept walking. She tried not to groan in pain, tried not to make a sound... she had stopped breathing, her last lungful of air quickly losing any usefulness...

'...five... f-four...'

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE...!

Luna screeched in agony as a sound like feedback pierced her temples, her knees buckling, all six senses blinded by pain. Clamping her hands over her ears in a desperate attempt to stifle the sound, she cracked open her eyes to glimpse Shadow kneeled in front of her, lips forming words she couldn't hear or understand. A booming, monotone voice echoed around Luna's skull, and she gasped in pain again, beginning to think that she might be dying.

"PRINCESS LUNA ROSE STARBLAIZER, YOU HAVE BEEN SUMMONED TO APPEAR BEFORE WARDEN ZOBOTNIK. YOU WILL COME WILLINGLY OR BE FORCED. WE HAVE BEEN AUTHORIZED TO USE EXTREME FORCE IN THE CASE OF ANY RESISTANCE. YOU HAVE TEN MINUTES TO COMPLY."

Then, like the end of a thunder clap, it all stopped.

Luna went limp as the noise and pain finally left her, mismatched eyes watering and lithe body slumping against the mercifully cool wall. Shadow had stopped talking, instead watching her wearily as she recovered. She forced herself to breathe deeply, her face screwed up in a grimace from the painful aftershock. Her mind was coated in a harsh, obliterating fuzz, making it hard to think. She had to do something. Shadow was watching her... she had to move... And there was this terribly annoying noise that wouldn't go away...

"Ksshhhhhhhhhhhh..."

'Wait... I know that sound...'

Luna finally focused on the static, the only sound she could hear. (Aside from the ringing, which she was sure wasn't real.) When it didn't stop, she realized that this was real static coming from the studs in her left ear. These studs doubled as communication units, and had somehow been activated without her consent.

Without telling Shadow what had happened or even standing up, Luna pressed a hidden button on the lower stud and willed it to contact officer Zonic. She winced at several loud static pops that came from the comm, followed by incomprehensible shouting and the sharp noise of blasterfire. After several seconds of this, there was disturbance on the other end as if a microphone were being jostled, and suddenly Zonic's voice came through.

"Princess! This is #wrp!# a good time!"

"Zonic, it's never a good time with you," Luna shot back heatedly, knowing full well the word that had been cut out. Shadow stood and backed up now, watching the progression curiously.

"What the heck was that frickin' mind message I just got?!" Luna shouted, pain fueling her anger. "We agreed to save those for universal emergencies! I can't just have you guys accessing the microchip in my brain whenever you want! It's extremely painful! And do you know how many viruses I can get f-f-from your shoddy pineapples?!"

Luna blinked, her mouth briefly forming a small "o" of surprise before she exploded, "See?! Programmers! I meant to say-ay-ay programmers and I said p-p-p-panthers zoo trucker—GAH!

"Damn it—start debugging," Luna ordered her cybernetics, even as a staticky sound not unlike a sigh came through the comm. Shadow may have chuckled, but she couldn't be sure.

"Luna, there—#kshht!#—s a universal emergency," Zonic replied through feedback, making Luna cringe and will the volume down. "The Super—#zrk#—caused a new Zone—#sksht!#—ourselves!"

"What?" Luna asked confusedly, tapping her comm unit in a vain attempt to clear the static.

"Just—#zrk!#—ing answer the summons!" Zonic shouted a final time before the line cut out completely, leaving Luna in a silence interrupted only by the continued ringing of her ears.

"Must I ask?" Shadow's voice broke through Luna's trance, as she had been staring at the opposite wall quite blankly.

Luna shook her head quickly as if trying to rid her ears of water, taking a deep, steadying breath before replying, "Um... I've... I've been summoned. Something's happening, or has already. It's gotta be bad..."

"Does it have anything to do with that episode you just had?" Shadow asked slyly, causing Luna to blush and look away defensively, crossing her arms as he often did.

"Shadow..." Luna said, but her voice broke and forced her to stop.

Luna was aware that almost nobody knew about the Super Genesis Wave: a world-rewriting event that Dr. Eggman had unleashed mere months ago and Super Sonic had partially fixed. Among those that knew of it were the Zone Cops, which included Warden Zobotnik and his subordinates. Luna (as well as her Bond, Oro Plata) and the other two Dark Leaders (Princess Shiro Dahlia and Princess Midna the Twili) knew of it, but only Luna had her own set of double memories. Most prominent in the list was Dr. Eggman himself. Sonic and the Freedom Fighters had known about it, but their mortal minds hadn't been able to hold the double memories and had automatically destroyed the old ones.

Shadow was among those that didn't remember the old reality. That included, unfortunately, many of his trips to other dimensions and most likely the existence of them. This left Luna unable to tell him about many of these things unless refusing to do so created some sort of mass panic or was unavoidable, as decreed by Warden Zobotnik under Prime Zone Ordinance No. 34788, Amendment 4, section 7.

Well.

A watered down version, anyway. None of his ordinances were that short.

So instead of telling Shadow what was really wrong like she wanted to, Luna said, in as patient a voice as she could muster, "I told you, nothing is wrong... with me. I've been summoned. I have to go."

"Luna—" Shadow started in an argumentative tone.

"You trust me?" Luna asked over him, unfolding her arms and standing.

Her legs wobbled briefly but held her weight, which was good. The last thing that Luna wanted in any argument with Shadow was for that damned midnight Hedgehog to catch her, because heaven knows she couldn't stay angry at him when he was an inch away. He seemed to enjoy the effects he had on her; the buttons he could press...

Luna banished the flood of memories that this train of thought produced, desperately fighting the rising heat in her cheeks. Oh, her Papa would probably roll in his grave if he knew she was being such a love-sick pussycat...

Shadow hesitated, crossing his own arms but thankfully unaware of Luna's distracted inner thoughts. Luna knew, of course, that he trusted her completely—a feat in and of itself, what with him insisting on being such a "lone wolf"—but at the same time she knew just how badly he thought he needed to know. After all, when Luna hid something, it was usually something that could (and really wanted to) harm her.

"I do trust you," the ebony Hedgehog finally replied, just a little reluctantly. "But—"

"This isn't a 'but' situation," Luna cut him off again, her voice taking on a more firm tone. "This is highly important, Shadow. I have to go, now. Like, 'five minutes ago' now."

Luna then attempted to walk further down the steps, but was arrested quite sharply by Shadow's hand on her right upper arm. She snapped around to glare at him for it, her long, curly brown hair swishing sharply over her green crop top and bare lower back as if reflecting her indignation. Shadow didn't look angry as far as she could tell, since she knew first-hand what he looked like when he was actually angry, but to outside eyes he certainly didn't appear anywhere on the "happy" end of the spectrum. In fact, if Luna were not so well-equipped to handle herself (or even mortal at all), she would have been quite nervous.

"Luna, must I remind you of the promise I made to you?" he asked, his voice dangerously low. "Perhaps it's not a matter of me trusting you, but of you trusting me."

"Don't be ridiculous!" Luna snapped back. When she pulled away, he did not resist her, though he was clearly still upset. "I've proven that I trust you with my life, and I made that same promise to you! I'm just not allowed—!"

A noise like booming thunder cut through the end of Luna's sentence, causing her hands to instinctually jump back over her sensitive ears. Shadow and Luna both looked around as the ground began to rumble. The noise and movement continued for quite some time until small cracks spiderwebbed through the marble steps. Once the commotion had faded, Luna spared Shadow only a quick, baleful glare that clearly said, "we'll finish this later" before dashing back down. Skipping the last few steps, she landed gracefully in the sparsely decorated hallway from before and ran back to the foyer.

In the open room, Moondalians were staring around in confusion, several of them having sunk to the floor in fear. A terrified Joey servant was cowering under a large, decorative pot, which he held over his head in a defensive position. Luna was a bit nervous herself. Moondale never had earthquakes since the island nation wasn't connected to the ocean floor, which could only mean that this was somehow the Zone Cops' fault. Near the entrance to the Great Hall, Knuckles and Silver were both "helping" keep the castle up. Knuckles was holding firmly to a support column while Silver kept a solid mass of telekinesis under the archways, both boys fearing collapse.

"It's alright, everyone!" Luna shouted in Moondalian as she ran into the room, though she did not know if this was true. "It's okay! It was just a tremor. It was probably Rocoo of the Royal Ideah Clan. You know how he's always digging for jewels?"

There were general nods of agreement, and people started visibly calming down, standing up and looking around for each other. Taking care to appear calm, Luna quickly strode over to Knuckles and Silver. Perhaps seeing the panic hidden on her face, Silver opened his mouth to speak, but Luna covered his lips with one hand and steered him by his arm with the other, directing a very surprised grey Hedgehog back to the hallway she'd just left. Shadow and Knuckles followed, though Luna couldn't see them. Once back in the hallway, Luna released Silver and watched as he gasped for breath. Knuckles and Shadow gave her a look.

'Whoops. Hand was too high.'

"Sorry," Luna whispered, glancing at the hallway entrance for her Uncle or any soldiers; she wasn't worried about the servants, who she was sure didn't speak English. "Look, guys, I'm leaving for a while, and I need you to tell Uncle Nova once I'm gone. He worries, and he might not approve of me leaving so close to Hansyeta."

"Tell him what?" Knuckles asked, his hands on his hips as he scrutinized her shaky frame. Luna's tail, slightly longer and more versatile than a normal Hedgehog's, was fluffed up from being so nervous. She tucked it down to hide it, her cheeks lighting up.

"Don't ask. She won't tell you," Shadow warned dryly, sparing Luna a sidelong glance. His eyes drifted just a bit too low... but then he was looking back up, no emotion on his face.

'...wait, nope. His mouth just twitched.'

'Ugh... He's gonna pay for that next time he wants some "alone time".'

"I can't tell you," Luna rebuffed him in a hiss, her cheeks still red but now in irritation. Her black-rimmed eyes narrowed and her overlong ears rotated back, both signs that she was getting angry. "I would tell you but I can't or I'll get into huge trouble!"

"Um..." Silver hesitantly drew Luna's attention. While he looked a bit nervous, his amber gaze was steady as he met her eyes. "Like, the kind of trouble that gets you arrested?"

Luna stared at him for a long, long moment, feeling the gazes of the other two boys on her face. She knew that Silver had been through many dimensions and realities, but was it possible he'd come in contact with the Zone Cops after they'd been rewritten by the Wave? Was he fishing, or possibly referring to something she didn't know of? God knows Silver would be naïve enough to try...

"I... I could get arrested, yes," she finally acquiesced, before thinking further and scoffing, "Not that they could hold me. But still, I'd rather not cause that kind of trouble."

"Wait, arrested by who?" Knuckles asked, looking more confused than ever at this encrypted exchange. "Why can't you tell us where you're going? What are we supposed to tell your uncle if we don't even know?"

Another deep rumble shook the floor beneath their feet, and this time small marble shards rained down on their heads. Luna heard her citizens giving shouts of surprise and fear, possibly someone even bursting into tears, but everything was hidden from view by the wall. Knuckles, Silver and Shadow all looked around wearily, but Luna was focused on something else. It was a faint whistle, piercing and cold; so very quiet that even Luna's enhanced hearing barely caught it. As it grew steadily louder, Shadow was the next to hear it, followed shortly by Knuckles and lastly by Silver. None of them could seem to locate the source of the sound. Except for Luna. And she knew what was making it.

'Oh, no...'

"Back up," Luna said quietly, frozen in place. When no one moved, she yelled again, desperately, "Back up!"

Shadow took a quick step back from her, wrenching Sliver's arm with him and followed by the protesting grey Hedgehog. Knuckles was after them in a moment, glancing back only once. Sweat drenched Luna's light brown fur as she desperately tried to move, but even her mouth had now ceased functioning. She felt time-space being opened around her, not so much a doorway as a spherical bridge. She knew what was coming. Judging by the expression on Silver's face as he was dragged away, fur and skin thrown into sharp relief by the rapidly brightening light around them, he knew what was coming as well.

Are they really going to force me? Luna thought, incredulous and unable to otherwise express herself. Why use a Trap Portal on me? I helped design Trap Portals! What in God's creation could be this bad?!

Luna distantly felt the hands of her friends touch her metal shoulder, as if saying, "We won't leave you to face this alone." Both Hedgehogs and Echidna faces were thrown into harsh relief by the flashing, billowing light, but their expressions were hard and their jaws set. They hadn't even gone three feet.

Soon enough, their world was erased in blinding, featureless white. Luna couldn't help but think, terribly, that this was the second time in her life she had been left alone in a colorless reality. Motionless in pain, waiting for God to throw a stone called the Big Bang into the dirt clod called Mobius, for their reality to be reshaped, Luna immune from it all but scared as hell... yet this time she was not alone. She was with three of her closest friends, who were not immune to any of this. They were scared. Luna could smell it.

...and she was not happy about it.

"God, hear our voices swell,

We dare not leave your path.

And Daemon Leaders fear the hell,

Of Starlight Princess' wrath!"


	3. Chapter 2

Luna gasped when the invisible vice on her muscles finally relinquished, leaving her to stumble into someone's arms. She couldn't see (or smell) who it was, since the overwhelming brightness turned everything around her into a pasty white color. All six of her senses were numbed by the after-effects of the Trap Portal, (which, she vaguely recalled, was called a Flash).

Struggling to her feet, Luna tripped away from whoever had caught her before catching herself and stopping, panting for breath. Distantly, she heard an unfamiliar voice shout. The words were scrambled by her hazy mind, but she recognized the tone from having used it so many times herself. Someone was issuing orders.

Luna was groggily aware of cold metal being forced around her neck, trying in vain to push herself away. She heard three shouts of surprise and anger around her as Silver, Shadow and Knuckles were forced to do the same. Though she couldn't make out who was in front of her, Luna knew that it was a Control Collar—a golden ring obstructing a being's powers, strength, and speed—being clamped around her neck fur. She knew this because there was a very sudden and very painful sucking all throughout her body; a feeling she had experienced once before in her youth when she first started wearing her power inhibitors.

Luna gave the unknown person a ferocious snarl and warning bite, snarling, her lips pulled back to reveal deadly canines. It was enough to make lesser mortals run and hide, so the following, tired but unafraid statement shocked her.

"Princess, my day has been too long. Please, just do both of us a favor and cooperate."

The world came sharply into focus as the Flash finally dissipated. Blinking, Luna saw Zonic standing in front of her, his arms crossed wearily. She and her friends were standing on a dingy ramp outside of what she recognized as Warden Zobotnik's control room. The small brigade of Zone Cops around her were standing on what appeared to be the wall. The cops were, in reality, standing on their floor. They were in the No Zone, a Zone ninety degrees from everywhere.

All of this Luna analyzed in a second; however, with a subject now available to channel her anger towards, she had entirely different priorities.

"You. You have a lot of NERVE—!" Luna shouted furiously, starting towards Zonic with an obvious intention of harm.

Before she could finish either threat, Luna's voice briefly faded into incomprehensible snarling as some unseen button caused her Control Collar to shock her. Shadow exclaimed and made towards her, but something similar happened to him, making him cry out and grab his neck as arcs of electricity lanced up and down his body.

"SHADOW!" Luna screamed, trying to run to him. She sensed movement nearby, and looked just in time to see a small, grey ring being clamped onto her flesh arm...

Oh, shi—

Luna suddenly found her gravity the same as that of the Zone Cops, slamming hard onto what had only moments ago been a wall. The gravity of the No Zone was heavier than other planets; because Luna could not use her Starlight Magic to alleviate gravity completely, she had a great deal of trouble getting to her feet and even then found her head immensely heavy. She heard two more slams and a somewhat undignified clank as the others fell to the new ground behind her, Shadow just managing to land on his feet and consequently making the harsh metal sound.

Just as they recovered, Luna was pulled forward by Zonic's hand on her arm. She tried to wrench herself away, but through an unfortunate combination of his tight grip, her newfound ten or so extra pounds, and her muscles being made weak by the Collar, she was unable to escape before they crossed the threshold into Warden Zobotnik's office and she knew her "flight" option was gone.

Luna just hoped she wouldn't have to use the "fight" one.

Wearily following Zonic but not resisting any more, Luna looked around at the all-too-familiar room as they entered. There were several wide windows paneling the wall opposite the door, showing an innocent blue sky and glimpses of grey skyscrapers, a magnificent computer monitor gracing the higher part of this wall, and a semi-circular desk which they approached. Behind this desk sat the boisterous, uniformed silhouette of Warden Zobotnik. He was turned away from them, watching something on the monitor, but Luna only glimpsed a swatch of red before the screen was turned off.

Luna was (rather gently) released about a foot from the desk, the top of which came to her neck. She jerked her arm away from Zonic for good measure, and looked around as her friends were released beside her by other officers. After making sure they were okay, she took Shadow's hand with her metal one—allowing the excess electricity in his body to discharge. He gave her a brief, grateful glance, his stance noticeably less pained now that he had Chaos around to absorb. Even Knuckles was standing taller and breathing deeper, though Silver was oblivious to their speedy recovery.

Letting Shadow's hand go, Luna turned to glare at Zonic, who had retreated to the other side of the room to stand respectfully. As the other cops made their leave, Zonic met her eye bravely before quickly and silently mouthing, "I'll explain later".

Unsatisfied with this answer, Luna mouthed furiously, "You had better have a GOOD explanation" before turning and standing at attention, clicking her heels together and squaring her shoulders. She didn't do this out of respect, but rather defiance. Knuckles and Shadow followed suit upon seeing her (probably for entirely different reasons), but when Silver didn't notice, Knuckles, who was standing closest to him, gave him a sharp elbow to the ribs and nodded for him to do so.

"Thank you for answering my summons so quickly, Princess," came Warden Zobotnik's voice, though he still didn't turn around. "I'm afraid this is my Hansyeta gift to you."

Luna couldn't help but notice that he didn't sound sarcastic, or demeaning, or even sadistically jolly as he usually did. Instead, he sounded... tired. So instead of giving him the sharp reply that she had been saving for him, Luna just exhaled and crossed her arms on her chest, silently watching the back of his shiny, bald head.

Make your move, kid, Luna thought, taking a sort of grim satisfaction in the fact that she was older than him. You started this game, now move your pawn.

Zobotnik finally turned his chair around to face them, but didn't rise from it as Luna had expected him to. Instead, he put his elbows on the desk and interlaced his fingers, resting his round head on this makeshift "basket" and staring at them. Or, Luna thought he was staring at them. His round spectacles, resting on the bridge of his bulbous pink nose, often caught the light in such a way that hid his black sclera and red irises from view.

"I assume there is a good reason you summoned me so... directly," Luna curtly cut off whatever he might have been about to say. "I hope you're okay with breaking the law by bringing Knuckles and Shadow here. Silver—"

"...is a fluke in space time itself, Warden," Zonic interjected from his spot a few feet away, before adding slyly, "Not that I need to remind you, surely."

"It would be best to save your crassness for a more opportune time, Officer," Zobotnik replied slowly, taking a deep breath and exhaling before leaning back in his chair, as if he were suddenly dizzy. "Perhaps you'd like to let me do my job and tell the Princess of the Stars—with or without her friends or the 'fluke'—why they are here?"

Zonic made no reply, but Luna felt vaguely relieved at the Warden's sharpness. He wasn't exactly young, and despite what she may think of him or his methods he was needed to help keep the universe in check. His harsh techniques were especially useful after the Super Genesis Wave, which had caused worlds all across creation to suffer from such things as deteriorated climate, rising oceans, or even the planet actually shattering—as with her own world. Thankfully, all of these things were temporary and could be fixed. It was fixing them while suppressing mass panic that was the problem, hence Zobotnik's newest laws and, she guessed, summoning her for whatever reason.

"Princess," Zobotnik once again drew the attention of his mobian guests. "I assure you that there is a very good reason you're here, as well as a good reason I am allowing two other Prime Zoners and a..."

At this Zobotnik leaned forward to peer at Silver, squinting a bit as he tried to remember where the time-traveler was now from. Looking a bit uneasy under the Warden's gaze, Silver's voice was nonetheless surprisingly strong as he offered, "Onyx City, sir."

"...a resident of Onyx City, then," Zobotnik went on, waving his hand dismissively as if to show how little he cared. "Anyway, yes, there's a good reason you're here."

Zonic shifted uncomfortably in the corner of Luna's vision as Zobotnik once again rotated his chair around, this time looking out of the windows at the cobalt sky outside. As Zobotnik seemed to gather his wits about him to speak, Luna glanced at Zonic, her attention drawn by his movement. He met her gaze for the briefest of moments, but looked away before she could discern any emotion through his helmet. The clear visor reflected the shining white of the overhead lights when he turned, hiding his upper face from view.

"You know, of course, of the Super Genesis Wave that Robotnik Prime unleashed months ago," Zobotnik began, causing Luna to jump and look around. "...you know that the Wave effectively destroyed most of the universe and wrote a new one in its place. Rewriting everything down to the genetic makeup of plants, animals, mobians, people, and other creatures throughout the universe."

"Yes, I do," Luna replied grimly, causing Silver to look around in surprise and Knuckles in confusion. "I remember my old history, Zobotnik, as well as my new one. I don't think you've forgotten how pissed I was that I lost a whole two years of my life, either."

"Mmn," the human muttered in agreement, his hand shifting to stroke his stubby orange mustache. "Yes, I remember. All three of the Dark Leaders retained their dual memories due to their inter-dimensional status. I'm afraid I cannot say this overjoys me, what with you three being so... unpredictable. Oro, as well."

"The fact is, Princess," Zobotnik swiveled around to face them again, and this time rose from his seat in a sudden burst of energy, beginning to pace behind the chair. "It was only through our extensive countermeasures—and, admittedly, help of the Dark Realms' technology and energies—that the No Zone remained as intact as it did. We were all affected by the Wave, as you know; I am no longer an Overlander as I once was, but a human like my Prime counterpart. Most of us found ourselves cosmetically changed. We have also lost two years of our lives, as you can clearly see with Officer Zonic."

"I figured that all out myself when I checked up on the No Zone after the Super Genesis Wave," Luna replied sharply, her tone cold enough to kill house plants. "That doesn't explain why I'm—we're—here now."

"That's what I was getting around to," Zobotnik went on impatiently, ceasing his pacing to aim his spectacles in their direction. "You see, you haven't been traveling much since the Wave, so you wouldn't know—"

"Wait, you've still got me monitored?!" Luna interrupted, incredulous. "I told you to quit that! It's your job to monitor Sonic the Hedgehog, not me!"

"Actually, it's the job of the Zone Cops to monitor any super-powered being in the universe that has the ability to cause mass damage," Zonic corrected her, to the increasing confusion of her friends. "Unfortunately, you, Starlight Princess, are capable of destroying all of creation as we know it. That makes you top on our list of cosmic wildcards, especially with your... um..."

Zonic crossed his arms and looked down. "...condition."

"What? You little _gamhe_—" Luna started, before pausing for a split second, remembering that Zonic knew some of her favored Moondalian curse words. She decided on a different route.

"I only go insane if I take off my Power Inhibitors!" Luna exclaimed instead. She was growing very frustrated, her ears rotating back as she snarled, "And furthermore, it is _not_ a **_condition_**—"

"He's right, Luna, and you know it," Zobotnik said, causing the Starlight Princess to stop quite abruptly. For one, perhaps two whole seconds, she just stared dumbly at Zonic, her face frozen in a surely comical expression of surprise. One slender ear twitched, and she slowly turned to look back at Zobotnik, closing her previously agape mouth.

"You've never... called me by my given name before, Warden," she said cynically, her eyes narrowed in suspicion.

"I've never had a reason to," he admitted tiredly, finally sinking back into his chair and looking more exhausted now than ever. "Now, back to what I was saying before you interrupted with your little episode. You haven't been dimension traveling recently, so you wouldn't know the full effects of the Super Genesis Wave. But we've discovered... it... k..."

Zobotnik struggled to keep talking in spite of whatever was choking him, but finally gave up and started hacking into his fist, his whole body wracked by the force. Shadow automatically started forward, but, perhaps out of instinct, Luna grabbed his wrist just above the Power Inhibitor to stop him.

Crimson eyes burned into blue and green but Luna didn't falter, instead whispering as quietly as she possibly could, "No."

Shadow moved back a little reluctantly, shrewd ruby eyes fixed on the man who so closely resembled his creator, Professor Gerald Robotnik, as well as the man who was the cause of all this, Dr. Eggman. Silver and Knuckles had also started forward to help, but Luna shook her head at them while crossing her hand on her neck in a "don't" fashion, so they, too, moved back.

Zonic moved forward while this took place, glancing back at the small group of Prime Zoners before digging in one of Zobotnik's desk drawers as the latter coughed. The uniformed Hedgehog brought out a small, white pill bottle, unscrewing it and handing the Warden a red pill. The human swallowed it without water, and after a few seconds the coughing ceased, prompting Zonic to return to his spot. Luna watched all of this shrewdly. She knew it was a bit mean to think he might be faking it... but he did have her file on record, and surely it stated there that she reacted better to pitiful situations...

"Thank you," Zobotnik said at length, clearing his throat repeatedly before noticing the look on Luna's face. She stiffened, but, fortunately for her, he seemed to misjudge what it meant.

"Oh. Yes. This is nothing serious," he said reassuringly, giving a tired and almost genuine smile. "Just a minor malady brought on by the Wave; it will pass in time. Anyway, we've noticed that there were numerous new worlds created by the reboot—thousands, in fact. We've called you in here to help us deal with a particular of these..."

Warden Zobotnik picked up a nearby remote and pointed it at his monitor. At the click of a button, the red swatch Luna had glimpsed earlier reappeared, this time in more detail. It appeared to be Green Hill Zone, except the skies and water were a bloody red while the grass was a crusty brown. Aside from appearing dead, Luna thought she glimpsed something dart across the farthest corner of the camera's view. It was gone before she could be sure.

"A dystopia?" Silver piped up suddenly, causing Zobotnik and Zonic to look at him. He didn't notice. "What happened to it? That's not in the history of Mobius I've read."

"Well, it's not likely to happen to Mobius Prime," Zobotnik said dismissively. "It's a dimension so far removed from the Prime one that we only heard of it because of the trouble being caused there."

"Another counterpart of Sonic," Zonic explained darkly, not even glancing at Zobotnik for permission to talk. "He was possessed by a type of demon you have particular experience with. You who I'm talking about, right, Starlight Princess?"

Knuckles and Shadow, who both knew what he was talking about now, looked at Luna. Had she been aware of anything else at this point, Luna would have realized that she'd made a quiet, unconscious, and probably worrying noise of horror. Silver's eyes were still fixed on the red screen, so he didn't see how very pale Luna had become, but that fact was lost on no one else.

'That's impossible. They're just messing with me. He just wants to see me flinch.'

'C'mon, Lu, snap out of it.'

Luna wanted to regain composure quickly, but felt oddly frozen in place as her mind struggled to accept this new information. She prided herself on staying strong in the face of evil—no, positively sneering in it. As the Princess of the Stars, Luna was the slave of God and therefore so much higher than anyone, or anything, daring to claim the devil's work. And yet, the one thing she feared more than anything...

"Not..." Luna found her mouth very dry, and had to swallow a few times before she could continue. "Not a Shadowless, surely?"

"Indeed," Zobotnik replied ominously, again switching off the screen as if the sight of it made him sick—Luna knew it didn't. "He was possessed by a Shadowless demon named EXE. The typical symptoms of a complete transformation are present: bleeding eyes, distortedly wide grin with rotten teeth, three fingers and a thumb on each hand... mm, EXE also seemed to favor the red-on-black sclera, if that means anything to you."

"But..." Luna trailed off, her expression pained. Even when Shadow—in a rare gesture of comfort—brushed his hand against her arm, she did not react. Some part of the ageless princess knew that she was being silly. No one else was reacting so extremely. But then again, none of them had gone through what she'd gone through.

Luna had been possessed by Phantom, a Shadowless demon, for the greater part of 50 years and was now only 64 years old. Phantom was the biggest cause of Luna's partial insanity in the first place: she was a sadistic, narcissistic megalomaniac with a particular knack for bringing out the worst in people. Luna still shuddered at the memory of the then-formless demon entering her body via her chest, but the pain then had been nothing compared to when, roughly 50 years later, Phantom had been permanently banished from her body. Luna had deep scars hidden under her fur from years of unconsciously trying to claw the demon out in her sleep; scars which should not have formed due to her enhanced healing, but the wounds—both psychological and physical—had been too extreme.

"How did... How did a Shadowless even get there?" Luna asked eventually, almost wanting to claw at her stomach again; just imagining the terrible, suffocating feeling of being possessed was overwhelming. "Those types of demons are native to the Nether, which is sealed. I know because my Uncle and I were the ones who put the Seal of Light there!"

"We don't know how the demon escaped. We think it's due to the Wave, which may have weakened the Seal of Light," Zonic told them, taking over now that he could and allowing Zobotnik to sink into repose. "We have no info on this Zone whatsoever, except what we just told you and that is particularly violent. Possibly more so than the one who possessed you."

" ?" Knuckles asked suddenly, his voice skeptical. At this point, Luna had become slightly dizzy, and gladly accepted when Shadow made a subtle movement that indicated she could rest some of her weight on his shoulder.

"Yes, Knuckles Prime, we call him 'Sonic-dot-EXE'," Zonic said impatiently, crossing his arms and tapping one finger on the built-in blaster. "We've also named the Zone ' ' until further notice. I'd ask if you had a problem with that, but it's really not your call."

"Warden," Shadow had been silent throughout the whole exchange, and now spoke up over Knuckles' indignant retort. "You have explained the problem, but you have not explained how we are a part of the solution. What do you need us to do?"

Luna heard his emphasis on the word "us"; her cheeks grew a little bit warm and a smile pulled at her lips. Of course, Shadow would sooner say "I" than "we" or "her", since he was arrogant enough to assume he could accomplish this himself, but Luna knew kindness when it was given.

The two No Zoners looked at each other, their expressions unreadable, before Zobotnik eventually replied, "Well, it's simple, really. Ally with the remaining resistance in the EXE Zone, and kill EXE before he can ravage other worlds besides his own."

"You can't kill demons," Luna pointed out dryly, finally shifting away from Shadow and placing her hands on her hips (a trick to subtly keep her balance that she had learned years ago). "You can banish them to hell, but they can't be killed because they aren't alive."

"And our intelligence tells us that you are particularly gifted in demon 'banishing'," Zobotnik said, this time giving an imperious grin. "Of course, you could just kill that version of Sonic. It would not temper their reality any more. But you will fix this problem."

"Or what?" Luna couldn't help but snap, not one to be told what to do.

"You've broken several of my laws in the past, Princess," Zobotnik replied, his mouth assuming a slightly more devious grin. "I've chosen not to persecute you because of your Dark Leader status, but it would be a simple matter to keep that Control Collar on you and provide you a prison uniform. I bet the other prisoners would take quite a liking to you, hmm?"

"Don't you threaten me, you slimy hair-ball!" Luna shot back, her voice escalating. She pointed an accusatory finger at him, taking a quick step forward as if she wanted to start throwing punches (an idea that she was entertaining quite happily). "I am of equal status with you—hell, higher status! I hold more destructive power in my pinkie claw than you do in your entire fleet, and I could give you a hell you never imagined!"

"As could we," Zobotnik replied smugly, neither flinching nor leaning away from Luna's riled form. "And by the time both of our sides were finished, what would be left of any of our lives? We'd have to build from scratch. You'd have to build from scratch. 64 years of building your life up, gone in a moment of brash decision. And let's not forget that the worst of the worst from dimensions uncountable would be loose once more. We would be simply unable to recapture them... perhaps any of them."

Luna felt her blood growing hot with the fiery energy of Red Stars. She knew exactly what the human was insinuating, and if he was really going to go there, she had just about had it with his childish antics!

"Warden, we have an _agreement_ with the Dark Realms—" Zonic started, his voice anxious.

"And I am not breaking it!" Zobotnik raised his voice over the mobian, slapping his palm onto his desk in a spurt of anger. "I am giving her the choice, so don't defend her! Believe me, she's plenty capable of doing so herself."

The silence in the room was palpable. Luna tried to meet Zonic's eye, but he was now throughly interested in his over-polished boots. Everyone else was looking at Luna; Silver, Knuckles, and Shadow waiting for their cue and Warden Zobotnik waiting for the inevitable. Luna finally glared at Zobotnik, her mind spinning.

'Well played, kid,' she thought grimly, sighing. 'Checkmate.'

Checkmate was a chess term referring to the place in the game where the king—or, in this case, Starlight Princess—cannot escape. One move to end it all. It was constant checkmate with these two sides. That was not new information for Luna. The No Zoners could not hold her and didn't want to, while Luna could not completely abolish them without risking everything she had. If she did this, she'd not only be putting her country and world in danger but her remaining family as well. That list didn't even include all of her mortal friends, their families, or Shadow.

Being ageless, Luna was immensely lucky to have as many friends and family as she did. Her parents and little sister had already died—two of sickness and the other murdered. She would not risk the rest of them. More so than that, she would not be the one responsible for their deaths.

Everyone jumped when Luna strode around the desk to stand in front of the larger human. Aware of everyone's eyes on her and more than aware of the stakes...

Luna held out her flesh right hand.

Zobotnik shook it without preamble, a jolly grin lighting up his sallow features and making him look slightly demonic. Luna had to give him credit for not wincing when she dug her thick, black claws into the flesh above his palm. Her scarred pink lips pulled into a frustrated—but definitely defeated—frown. She turned and strode away from them all, after a heartbeat hearing the footsteps of her friends behind her. Zonic hurried to walk in front of the small group, leading them.

'My ancestry helped build these roads,' Luna grumbled internally, an uncharacteristic grimace on her face that revealed one sharp canine. 'I know them almost as well as I know Moondale Castle.'

Instead of commenting on this, however, Luna was busy noticing how quickly the other Zone Cops had disappeared. No brigade to guard the Princess of the Stars, the Guardian of Angel Island, the Ultimate Lifeform and a telekinetic time traveler? Was that luck? No... The only reason they wouldn't guard her was a lack of people to do it. They knew better than to trust a Control Collar on her from experience. Thinking back, hadn't she heard blasterfire through her comm when talking to Zonic...?

Looking at the back of Zonic's helmet, Luna frowned and glared straight ahead. He still owed her an explanation.

They walked in relative silence over the suspended metal ramps that served as roads. The sky surrounding them was only blocked from view by massive skyscrapers (as well as the distantly seen, infamous Zone Jail floating suspended in the sky), with the faraway noises of construction floating over the chill air and hover cars zooming around busily. Luna glanced back to see all three of the boys tugging at their Control Collars, particularly Silver, who looked close to being sick. She looked back down at her own hands and tried to channel her Starlight Magic through them. Despite easily being one of the most powerful beings in the universe, a fact admitted even by the arrogant Warden Zobotnik, the most that she could easily manage was a watery yellow ripple of energy from her Power Inhibitors. Her Control Collar gave an angry hiss and fizz, but no electricity jolted her this time.

"I'll remove your Control Collars before you enter ," Zonic said, having watched this rather sadly. "You can call for backup any time. I'll spare you everything I have, which unfortunately isn't much."

Luna didn't reply; likewise, Shadow, Silver, and Knuckles all remained silent. Maybe Shadow was just quiet in general, but Luna knew he had things to say based in how agitated his footsteps were. He was striding was so close that she could feel his hover skates clipping her heels as she walked, and feared slowing down lest he mowed over her. He was upset. She could smell it.

"This was not how I wanted to be reunited with you, Luna," Zonic admitted finally. "After the Wave, I've had absolutely no time for myself. The Zone Cop Corps have been working on a schedule that hardly allows three hours of sleep; on top of the Wave, the war with Dr. Nega is just as bad as ever. Even Warden Zobotnik's health is waning due to lack of rest, as you clearly saw."

This broke Luna's stubborn battle to stare everywhere but the teenaged Zone Cop; she turned to look at him and immediately met his dark emerald eyes through his visor. He was walking only a half a step away from her, so Luna was now able to see the pronounced dark bags under his eyes, the way his ears drooped wearily, and his twitching, halting step. She had assumed Dr. Nega, another counterpart to Dr. Eggman, had been erased by the Wave... however, if he was still alive he would be causing trouble. Luna felt a terrible pang of pity for Zonic, not just the other Zone Cops. He was just doing his job. He had to do what Warden Zobotnik said; they needed each other's support now, no matter how much he and the human disliked each other.

"I did miss you," Zonic concluded with finality, looking back at the curving road after only heartbeat of staring at her. "You're one of my longest friends. I'm not trying to make excuses. I just want you to know why we are like we are, and why we can't take care of EXE ourselves."

Luna sighed, looking away as well. "Well... I was busy, too. Now, hearing about that, it feels like I've been on vacation..."

Silver started whispering behind them. Luna glanced back briefly to see the grey Hedgehog had drawn closer to Knuckles, his hand cuffed to where the Echidna's right ear was hidden beneath his headspines. Shadow's own triangular ears were angled back to catch the sound, his head turned ever-so-slightly and his eyes narrowed. He glanced forward and met Luna's gaze for a brief moment, his face less than a foot away from hers.

There! Right there, for one moment, Shadow's emotions played across his face. The dark Hedggehog glimpsed at Zonic then back at her. He looked... angry? Hurt? Luna couldn't tell what emotion it was; it was one she was sure she'd smelled before, but couldn't identify now. Shadow adopted his usual emotionless mask and looked away before she could ask.

Luna was silent for a little while, thinking, before she inquired, "How old are you now that you've lost two years, Zonic?"

"15," he replied grimly, flipping his visor up to rub the bridge of his muzzle wearily, before letting it fall with his hand. "I'm 15 years old. And you? Oh, um..."

"I'm 64," Luna said, shrugging to show that she didn't mind. "Of course, my biological age didn't change; my body is still 14. Only my chronological age lost time."

"D-Did I lose time?" Silver asked suddenly, having been (at least vaguely) listening to the conversation as Knuckles attempted to wrench his Control Collar from his neck without strangling him.

"It's not likely, no," Zonic replied without looking back. "You travel through dimensions and time so much that you've become... decoupled from time itself. In fact, the only reason we haven't reprimanded you, aside from our resources being spread paper-thin, is that you've been closing all those Genesis Portals left over from the Wave. By doing that, you're... healing what's left of the universe. Giving it scar-tissue, if you will. Now, if you don't want that Collar to explode, I'd stop pulling at it before you break it."

This last part Zonic aimed at Knuckles, who abruptly stopped tugging at the gold ring around Silver's neck, a faint blush creeping over his elongated muzzle. Silver's skin, by contrast, turned a sickly, pale, bluish color. Shadow just made a quiet "humph" of distaste before looking away from them all, as if they were beneath his attention. However, Luna noticed his hand moving almost imperceptibly away from his own Collar, and almost grinned before realizing she had done the same.

"You... put explosives in the Control Collars?" Luna asked upon further thought, her black-rimmed eyes narrowing. She had unintentionally slowed down when she looked back at her friends, and now accidentally tripped on Shadow's feet. He shouldered her away, perhaps unconsciously keeping her from falling. Luna spared him a hasty apology before speeding back up and looking at Zonic again. She didn't know why the ebony Hedgehog was upset, but she knew better than to challenge it publicly.

"When we were in possession of Scourge, we had to ensure he wouldn't escape. Again," Zonic explained, finally stopping in front of wide, grey double doors set into the building in front of them, forming a dead-end. "Explosive Control Collars were also... considered... years ago for you, when you first discovered the No Zone and we arrested you before we knew who you were. We never created them until relatively recently."

"I can feel Zobotnik's love," Luna said sarcastically, walking though the open door without argument and followed by the boys.

"He does love you," Zonic replied, and she could hear the cheeky grin in his voice though he was behind her. "He'd love to arrest you. You'd be the prime jewel of his collection... pun entirely intended."

Luna allowed herself to smile at his joke. Sometimes she forgot that deep down, Officer Zonic and the Sonic she knew weren't so different.

Inside, the dimly lit room was only halfway through construction (or, more likely, re-construction). Most of the ceiling's inner works were exposed, and unused ceiling tile littered the floor. A large gold ring, about as tall as a semi-truck and wide as a redwood tree, dominated the view as soon as the mobians entered the room. Luna could immediately feel that the ring hummed with life, ready to take them anywhere. It was a harsh feeling. Chaos. Empowering, promising... but dangerous.

Luna, sensing movement behind her, was just quick enough to avoid Zonic as he strode quickly past her and to the Super Warp Ring. As they all watched, he put his blue-gloved palm to the gold metal and closed his eyes, bowing his head almost as if he were praying. Soon the inside of the Ring began to glow with a sort of spinning, sparkling light, casting the previously dark and forbidding room into a warm glow.

"Come here first, all of you," Zonic said, his voice almost drowned out by a sudden boom of what might've been an engine.

When no one moved to obey, Luna was first to move forward, grabbing Shadow's hand to bring him with her. Knuckles and Silver had no choice but to follow as all of the mobians lined up in front of the Super Warp Ring, staring into the sparkling, swirling mass of light but seeing nothing. Luna realized she was still holding Shadow's hand and made to let go, blushing, but to her faint surprise he didn't let her. This made her feel a bit better, and she interlaced her fingers with his without complaint.

"Before I leave you in EXE, I want to show you all something," Zonic said, scooting his feet to look into the Ring but keeping his hand on the edge. Luna stared into the light energy wearily, and began to see shapes moving in the mass as Zonic directed the view with his thoughts. The view slowly cleared, showing the dark mass of space as multicolored planets sped by. Soon they came to a planet Luna recognized; her own. Mobius Prime, floating in pieces from the recent events, surrounded a molten core holding it all together.

"You're all familiar with Mobius Prime," Zonic stated, a bit unnecessarily.

"Wait," Knuckles stopped Zonic from moving on, pointing to the space around the world. "Those little... lighter areas, around the floating continents. I've never seen them before. What are they?"

"Two of the Dark Realms," Zonic replied, his eyes hidden by his visor but his mouth sliding into an easy smile. "Those are the Twilight and Nether Pocket Zones. The Moonlight Zone, as you well know, is fused with Mobius Prime... here."

With this, the view zoomed onto a seemingly empty part of the Great South Ocean. Luna took this opportunity and said, before anyone could ask, "The Ideah keep Moondale off of maps, remember?"

There was general nodding before the view again changed, panning off of Mobius Prime and zooming away. One second passed, two, three, color and time flashing by, before the view abruptly stopped on a planet almost identical to Mobius Prime. Instead of being lush and green or even in pieces, however, this planet was noticeably darker, and to Luna was horribly familiar.

"What?" she asked quietly, her happiness suddenly leapfrogged by disbelief. "That one was destroyed by the Wave. I felt it. I felt it go."

Luna found herself squeezing Shadow's hand so hard it was slowly breaking. He tugged it from her grip, massaging the bones back into place as they quickly healed. Instead of looking angry, however, he looked at her with a curious expression. She didn't meet his gaze, her eyes fixed solely on the planet in front of them.

"Moebius," Zonic confirmed her thoughts. "You're correct, actually, that it 'went'. But it wasn't destroyed. The energy of the Wave caused the space around the planet to collapse in on itself, creating a sort of energy bubble or shield. Something similar happened to many worlds. We think the occupants are trapped there, but if someone were to make a hole in that that shield by visiting, they could and would likely escape."

"Why are you saying it like that?" Luna asked sharply, pointing an accusatory robotic finger at him. "I don't want to visit! Don't you remember what happened to me there? Or, what almost happened and you did nothing to stop, Mr. Watching-Everything-I-Do!"

"My protocol does not allow me—!" Zonic shot back, but Luna trampled over him.

"Your stupid protocol almost got me violated! While I was fighting tooth and claw to escape that sick gamhecon, you were sitting in your little chair in your little room, watching the whole thing on a screen!"

Silence fell like a stifling blanket, Luna glaring at Zonic's featureless visor with her claws out and arm prepped to fire—though the latter was aimed at the floor. She didn't remember activating it, which made her rather uneasy. No one broke the silence because everyone in the room knew what Luna was like when she got angry. Shadow and Zonic, specifically, knew her danger point when they saw it.

Thankfully for them, she wasn't at that point.

"I'm sorry," the otherworldly blue Hedgehog finally said. "But I would have intervened before he actually—"

Zonic stopped when Luna shifted, her ears flattening and features twisting in some alien, psychotic mix of disbelief and fury. There he went again; blaming the system, blaming Zobotnik! Zonic had apologized, yes, but he had never truly accepted the blame. Not to mention the infuriating fact that that particular offense had never been prosecuted onto his green counterpart.

"I'm sorry," Zonic repeated helplessly.

"I'm not angry about... that," Luna lied through sharp, gritted teeth, though she did will her metal arm to return to normal. "But why isn't that monstrosity in Zone Jail where he belongs? You could use my resources! I've got whole Clans of angry Ideah who'd more than willingly tear that usurper several new ones! Heck, I bet even Midna would help me! She knows all about usurper kings, believe me—"

"And you believe me when I say that I've had this conversation with Warden Zobotnik before," Zonic interjected firmly, in the meantime making the Ring's view flash away again and through space-time. "Our resources are spread thinner than the air around us; to mount an attack on Moebius would be suicide. And neither you, your Ideah, or your Dark Leader friends will do it or Zobotnik will have a heart attack. Besides... The Wave... it, sort of..."

"What?" Luna asked, her voice dangerously quiet.

"...erased all of our records on Moebius and Scourge. We can't arrest him, because technically none of his inter-dimensional offenses ever happened." Zonic never met her eye when he said this, finding the Ring immensely interesting all of the sudden.

It was a while before Silver reached around and tapped Luna, making her realize she'd stopped breathing. She began again, forcing her lungs to contract at a normal pace, though she knew she was about to hyperventilate and breathing normally made her feel like she was slowly suffocating.

"Everything is just... gone?" Luna asked quietly, her voice constricted.

"Yeah," Zonic confirmed, gathering the courage to look at her since she no longer sounded angry. If he thought that this was better, however, he was sorely mistaken, for now Luna looked ready to either faint or go on a very Moebius-oriented mass-murder.

"We're trying to recover our information," he said cautiously. "But as long as Scourge stays on Moebius, there's really nothing we can—"

"Don't. Don't," Luna cut him off, exhaling deeply and looking back at the contents of the Ring. "I'll... deal with this later. After we're done on . Let's just go."

Red light splashed over Zonic's face, as well as Luna, Knuckles, Silver, and Shadow's faces as the view in the Ring finally stopped.

"Good luck," Zonic said. "You need to expect anything while you're here, because we have no idea what will be thrown at you. But remember, Luna. The Super Genesis Wave wasn't all bad. Look at all the good it did."

"I can't see the good it did. My view of the good is blocked by the enormity of the bad," Luna replied, in a way reminiscent of the Grim Reaper at a My Little Pony themed birthday party. She clenched her fists and put one foot through the Ring, immediately shuddering at the unwelcome, numbing tingle of Chaos. God, she hated that feeling... but at least it wasn't the first time she'd felt it...

"It made new lives," Zonic said quietly, sounding plaintive. "It gave many a second chance."

"But it created worlds that are dying, Officer. It allowed monsters to escape their prisons and killed many of Luna's friends. I don't think you're seeing how much that upsets her."

Luna smiled at Knuckles' voice behind her. Even when that Echidna didn't have a clue what was going on, he was still sharp as a tack. However, she didn't turn around, instead taking a deep, bracing breath and plunging through the Ring. Shadow followed behind her.

Immediately, Luna realized that something had gone wrong. Instead of stepping out onto dead grass, the world around her became a wild, spinning, confusing mass of white and gold energy. Chaos bit into her body like a winter gale; she couldn't move or breathe. Panic flitted in her chest, her heart thumping against her ribcage like a trapped bird.

'What **now**?!'

In the midst of the swirling gale of energy, something dark crawled in. Luna sensed it but couldn't see it, and before she knew it, everything went black.
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'Something's wrong.'

Luna floated in darkness, adrift in a never ending tide of nothing. Her mismatched eyes, dull and unfocused, stared emotionlessly above her, her lithe body unfeeling and yielding to the void around her. She knew she was dreaming, and felt her mind being slowly pulled into the darkness around her, which she knew was very real. However, she didn't—couldn't—move.

'Just like Phantom.'

Luna felt terrible. Something dark was clawing at her; something she couldn't see. She couldn't identify quite where the pain was. It was everywhere. It was everything. Breathing, thinking, living, hoping. Was there hope? Luna thought that, somehow, there was. It didn't feel right, though. Luna knew it was wrong, and yet she wanted to cling to it so bad, since it was the only thing she could feel. Her blank eyes yearned for light that wasn't there. This darkness was killing her; she knew that. Even the Princess of the Stars needed light. More so, in fact.

'It just hurts so much!'

It would probably be easier to give in, Luna thought. Maybe the pain would end then. Did people need her? Did they really need her? Mama and Papa had told Luna that if she died, so would the world—the universe. Why was that? She couldn't remember. Why couldn't she remember? Why couldn't she... remember... what? The darkness didn't really hurt so much... besides, she was Christian. She'd go to heaven.

'Faith. God told me to have faith.'

Faith? What was faith? Was it trying to escape this warm darkness, or trusting God and giving in to it? Why was giving in to it so bad, anyway? It was warm, and promised comfort.

'It's just like Phantom. Just like Phantom.'

Phantom wasn't so bad, really. She gave Luna good advice, didn't she? But Luna hadn't listened. If Luna had listened, Scourge would be dead and no more of a problem. If she had listened, Dr. Eggman would be dead and Mobius safe. If she had just listened to Phantom, life would be easy! So much power coursed through Luna's veins... it would be so easy to take over Mobius. Would that be so bad? Luna could do good things. She could...

'My family needs me. Shadow needs me.'

'I need Shadow.'

Nanny Cyan wouldn't like Luna taking over Mobius. Neither would Locke or Key or Mennic or Clover. But what did they know? They lived in a house in Wood Zone, cut off from the world. And Shadow... He would see. If she had Mobius under her thumb, she could... she could find some way to make him happy! What did he like? Rouge. Omega. Luna. Fulfilling his promise to Maria. What was that?

'Protect humanity. Give them a chance.'

Mama and Papa believed in that. They didn't conquer anyone. They loved everyone. Why did she want to conquer so bad? Just don't think anymore... it hurts too much.

...

"...wait..."

...

"...Luna...!"

...

"Luna! Come back!"

Long, slender, toffee-furred ears twitched at the sound of their owner's name. Luna heard but didn't see. The black was overwhelming now, a soft static noise filling her ears. Brief spasms of terror gripped her, dulled and numb. She couldn't fight, something told her. Just give in.

"Luna! No, listen, you must fight this! It is EXE trying to take you!"

Luna gave a groggy groan of protest against the crushing tide of nothing, but her limbs were unresponsive. A soft orange light, as small as a star, appeared above her. It pulsed urgently, beckoning her. Luna's consciousness pulsed similarly; one one hand the nothingness was inviting, and on the other, she knew she couldn't go. She had to see Zonic again; to reconcile with him, and she had to make sure Shadow was all right... she had to... to...

"LUNA!" Tikal screamed, her soft voice desperate. "If you let it take you, you'll kill your friends! You'll destroy what's left of this world! I've seen EXE; he's not like Phantom was! IF HE GETS A FOOTHOLD, HE WON'T LET GO!"

'Won't let go.'

'"Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good." Romans 12:9. NIV. Papa read that at exactly 8:12 pm, 54 years ago, 4 years before the Worst Day.'

'Before Phantom.'

...

'Before I lost everything.'

...

'If I give in, I'll lose everything again!'

"NO!"

With a sharp crackle, golden light burst forth from Luna's spirit, enveloping her. She gasped deeply, swinging herself upright as the shadows rushed away. Not a shred of darkness remained; the void was replaced by a never-ending stretch of gold. Luna hovered, formless, as the bright nexus of it all, clutching her throat and trembling in shock. Tikal's soft light disappeared into the mass of golden light, unable to retain a form. Luna was left alone, staring at her own soul and trying to think. All she could register was relief. Cold, trembling relief. What _was_ that? She had had terrible welcomes to other worlds, but this...?

"Wake up... You must wake up now, Starlight Princess..."

Luna twitched, grimacing. Her senses slowly ground to life, bringing her an overabundance of information from the real world. Her ears brought her the sharp sounds of wind rustling through dead grass. Her nose told her of stagnant blood, rotten flesh, and sun-baked air. Her sense of touch told her she was lying in dry, crunchy grass. But there was something else there, too... something touching her face. Her sixth sense, the one that allowed her to sense souls, demons, and danger, was ringing like a fire alarm.

Blinking heavily, Luna saw a dark figure come into focus above her. She absorbed the appearance slowly: blue fur, red eyes, bloody tears, rotten smile.

Decades of experience realized what was happening before Luna's hazy mind could even try. Kneeling over her limp body with his hands pressed to her head, his dark eyes burning into hers and foul breath tainting the very air she breathed...

'Demon.'

Adrenaline flooded Luna's veins, sending her into autopilot. She threw her fist straight up and nailed in the jaw (with her flesh hand, unfortunately, so it didn't snap his neck), causing him to jump off of her. He gave a horrid laugh as he did so, shooting away about four yards but no farther. Luna arched her back and flipped to her own feet, which automatically shifted to align with her shoulders as her fists came up. She felt trembly, weak, and nauseated, but nonetheless determined. Perhaps seeing this, cocked his head at her, giving a curious smile.

"**Almost no one has ever resisted**," he said thoughtfully, his voice repulsive and harsh; so much different than Sonic's. "**You... You're different. You're ****_powerful!_**_"_

With this, EXE gave a long, hoarse, barking guffaw and grinned at Luna, his yellow smile all-too-familiar to her. After all, her own face had been forced to assume that position often enough when she was possessed. She instinctually felt cold terror creep into her chest, but a reassuring presence filled her before she panicked. Luna also thought she heard Tikal praying, ever-so-faintly. A weak warmth came over her trembling limbs, helping her suppress that deeply-ingrained desire to flee.

"**Do you wanna play?**" EXE now asked, bloodstained, torn gloves finding his slender hips. "**Do you wanna play with a god, little mortal?**"

"I am the Starlight Princess!" Luna shouted, her voice traitorously strong. "I am no mortal, and you are no god! There is only one God!"

EXE's dark eyes narrowed dangerously, signaling that Luna had offended him. Before he had the chance to move, however, a sharp vibration cut through the air. Several tense seconds past where both Luna and EXE stared at the ground, waiting for the sound to reveal its source. Sensing disturbance in the ground beneath her feet, rumbling faintly just beneath the dead grass, Luna shot up into the air in time to survive... but still winced as heat from the laser cannon's blast singed the fur on her right thigh. EXE was not so lucky; the last thing Luna saw of him were his arms raised in defense as his body was bathed in light.

Staring at this light show as she was, Luna didn't stop to wonder who had shot him, that the blast angle had disregarded her presence, or the fact that most mortals were unaccustomed to seeing golden people float in the sky. Because of this, Luna was unprepared for the arrow aimed at her head. Decades of training, near-death experiences, enhanced senses and pure faith allowed her to catch the accused with her metal hand an inch from her cranium, the sharp tip just kissing her hair. She turned and looked to see where it had come from, instead finding her view blocked by a very familiar Piko Piko hammer—spinning at her a foot away.

Luna flew just out of the way and caught it by the handle, dropping the arrow to do so, and was immediately shocked by the weight of the weapon as she always was. She looked at the ground expectantly, yet found it empty of life. The withered trees held no repose in their shade, and there was nothing but dead grass and crumbling loops for miles.

Sniffing, Luna detected stale blood again. Looking to the east, she distantly saw what might've been a blood-tainted river stemming from cliff-borne, stagnant waterfalls. The sight finally broke through her shock; hot, angry tears cut streaks in the dust on her cheeks, hitting her green crop top like bullets. She hovered to the ground and glanced around for , instead finding herself completely alone. No bloodied or burnt corpse littered the landscape, and no laser cannon was visible. The whole ordeal might have never happened.

Hefting the heavy mallet in her hand, Luna examined it. A disproportionately large, red, metal barrel adorned the top, with golden caps on each end and a short, amber-wooded handle snapped almost in half. Unlike the one Amy's Prime self wielded, this one bore the marks of battles gone terribly wrong; black scorches and dried bloodstains marred the metal barrel, with what was left of the handle worn past the point of no return.

"What happened here, Tikal?" Luna asked quietly, her eyes shining with unshed tears. "Amy... Amy loves this hammer. She oils it every week, and keeps the handle nice... heck, re-summoning it so much oughta fix it magically..."

Tikal gave no reply, if indeed she was still there to give one. Luna sighed and looked up at the landscape, eyes prudently searching for her friends, or, really, people at all. When her first attempt failed, Luna activated her cybernetic right eye and scanned her surroundings. Much to her surprise, this revealed a hidden trap door in the dead earth several hundred feet away, a mobian-sized heat signature crouching just beneath it. She jolted, fearing it to be EXE, but a further scan indicated that it was an unknown female.

Knowing that EXE was probably still around—Luna had been possessed by a Shadowless, and knew how hardy their bodies were—she didn't think it wise to walk up to the girl if she was hiding. Instead, she scanned the ground around the trap door for several hundred yards in any direction, hopeful... and triumphant. Just fifty yards east of the trap door, there was a secret entrance, which she could identify by the tunnel leading somewhere (Luna could only "see" about three feet below the surface of the ground, her scanner otherwise useless).

Luna had never been more thankful that her fraternal twin sister, Key, had insisted on teaching her how to act.

Making sure to be natural in her actions, Luna walked in a purposeful stride over to the secret entrance. As she walked, she felt the familiar prickle of her neck-fur that told her she was being watched, as well as the innate twinge that told her demons were nearby. Knowing how important it was that EXE believed this, Luna stopped directly above the trap door and clutched the weary Piko Piko Hammer tightly to her chest with her right hand. Her left, robotic hand she raised in the air, imagining a Chaos Emerald there so that the form of one filled her palm, made of soft golden light. It might've passed as the yellow Chaos Emerald, if one didn't look too closely.

Taking a deep, deep breath, Luna shouted as loudly as she dared in the still air, "CHAOS CONTROL!"

Nothing happened.

Being the embodiment of Starlight, Luna was unable to use Chaos for these purposes, (or really any purposes at all). However, the outside eye—particularly the outside eye with little experience in how Chaos Control looked—could never tell something was wrong. At least, Luna hoped that they couldn't. As soon as the word "Chaos" left her lips, Luna had made a great light show about her with swirling golden energy, the effect similar to that of a flash grenade. Then, in the confusion, Luna had crouched, swung open the hidden door, and slid easily into it, the tattered Piko Piko Hammer following.

Luna swung the door shut behind her, laid flat, and counted slowly to ten. She willed her pulse to slow—something the nanites, or microscopic robots, in her bloodstream allowed her control of. Her body temperature dropped drastically. Shivering, Luna had to fight to stay conscious as her breathing almost stopped, but she was able to listen.

The crunch of dead grass under feet made itself known to her, growing louder at an alarming rate. The footsteps stopped just beyond the trap door, where Luna presumed EXE thought she'd been standing. She heard a few curses muttered under his breath, followed by something that truly frightened her, not because she feared for her safety, but because of how gone she knew this version of Sonic was to be saying it.

"**Hide and seek it is, then. My favorite game. Let's just hope you're better than that two-tailed brat was... heh... ****_Starlight Princess._**_"_

Luna shuddered involuntarily as some twisted form of Chaos wafted through the ground, the sounds of footsteps no longer heard. However, she sensed EXE leave the area. After waiting several long, torturous seconds, Luna willed her pulse back to its normal pace and took a deep breath. Her arms and legs had gone numb, so she spent the next few minutes shifting them around to restore the blood flow. A happy memory, one of making snow-angels with Oro while visiting Mobius Minor, presented itself to her, causing Luna to give a soft chuckle that immediately made her feel better.

However, she was worried.

Luna was a great fighter. She wasn't conceited; it was just a simple fact. In bad cases she would summon her scythe; that, along with her special brand of agile, feral fighting moves, sharp claws and teeth, blaster, and loose moral restrictions would make her an agent of destruction. In the worst cases, she removed her Power Inhibitors and gave in to insanity, in which case... well, there was a reason the Zone Cops feared her.

However, EXE hadn't flinched when Luna first used her powers. He hadn't so much as winced when she punched him (although it was a weak hit, admittedly), and that blast hadn't harmed him. Luna knew demons. She knew _strong_ demons. Phantom was strong. Luna's arch enemy, Shiro Dahlia—Demon Princess and Leader of the Nether Zone—was strong. Shiro's spawn, Nate the Lion, was strong. But all of them of them feared something... all of them had weaknesses. Phantom hated water and underestimated everyone, the latter leading to her eventual banishment. Shiro had a large ego and took what people said to heart, making her vulnerable to psychological attacks. Nate was a bipolar psychopath but loved Shiro, and hurting her distracted him. Most other demons just feared Luna.

"An enemy without fear," Luna remembered her Papa saying once. "...is twice as dangerous as a normal enemy. Normal men treasure their lives; make mistakes. Fearless men do not make mistakes. You must not make a mistake while fighting them, or they will kill you."

Back then, Luna hadn't really analyzed those words. Back then she was fearless, because her life force wasn't yet tied to Mobius' existence. Now if she died, everything she loved would likewise perish. Now she feared death just like any mortal, though for entirely different reasons. EXE clearly didn't fear death. Why should he? He loved nothing, and in dying he would lose nothing but time.

I'm not going to kill Sonic, Luna vowed to herself, frowning into the darkness arching above. I'm going to save him. EXE... I will make him pay.

Luna sighed, reaching up and rubbing her face. Before EXE did any "paying", there was the small problem of the Piko Piko hammer and its owner... not to mention Luna's lost friends, who had landed God-knows-where. She'd have to cross those bridges when she got there.

Sitting up, Luna bumped her head against the shallow, earthy ceiling and cringed as dirt clumps rained down on her. Praying that the tunnel wouldn't collapse completely, she hunched over and stayed as still as possible. After a minute or so, it stopped, the air filled with dust. The whole process was fairly loud, but fortunately no alerted mobian or demon made itself known. Luna carefully shook her ears to rid them of dirt, gently blowing through her nose and mouth so she wouldn't inhale the earth that had settled there.

Now that her surroundings were still, Luna looked around. It was pitch-black in the tunnel, the only illumination coming from her cybernetic arm (the green triangle on her shoulder glowed faintly). Luna could see pretty well in the dark, being half-Cat—not to mention having a cybernetic right eye—but even now only the first four feet of tunnel was faintly visible. It steadily declined deeper into the earth, growing wider as it went.

Luna opened her mouth slightly to draw the air past her scent glands. At first all that she smelled was dry dirt, a tint of stale blood underneath it, but after a few moments other, more interesting scents became available to her. She smelled something like iron, under which was buried faint smells of food and water and...

Rose-scented fur soap?

Luna's mismatched eyes grew wide and she clutched the withered Piko Piko hammer in her metal hand, splinters breaking off into the reactor on her palm. Amy! Amy was here!

Then Luna frowned. 'Amy's Piko Piko Hammer, Amy's soap, Amy's... attack...'

Amy Rose had shot at them. Amy had aimed that arrow at Luna's head.

Luna cursed under her breath in Moondalian, carefully sliding further into the tunnel. Most alternate versions of Amy she had seen were kids; happy and excitable, even if they ended up evil. None of them ever attacked from behind. It simply wasn't in the nature of a child to do such a thing; ask Luna how she knew! She pushed it out of her mind nonetheless, having to focus as she descended into the tunnel.

The smell and feel of the tunnel became Luna's sight as she crawled ungracefully down, moving a little easier with every foot of progress. However, being in such a cramped, claustrophobic space brought decades-old memories from the recesses of her mind: being crammed into a small shipping box by Dr. Wiley when she was 20 years old, having her spine crushed by falling rubble while saving civilians when she was 34 (then going through the pain of her enhanced healing), and being caught in a Zone Cop grade F.O.E. Inhibitor trap—once when she was 16 and another time when she was 47. The Piko Piko Hammer kept getting wedged behind her, forcing Luna to stop and tug it free—at the risk of making the tunnel collapse—which then made her question why she had brought it in the first place. Amy had thrown it, she could go get it, right?

"Luna, you mustn't think like that."

"Well, how should I think, Tikal?" Luna asked, keeping her volume low but allowing her tone to betray her pent-up frustration. "If you didn't notice, I almost caught this thing with my face."

Once again, Tikal didn't reply.

'C'mon, Tikal. Don't make me talk to myself.'

Silence; both inside and outside of Luna's head.

'Fine, then.'

Despite the benevolent Echidna spirit being one of Luna's oldest friends (literally and figuratively), the confused Starlight Princess didn't understand why she kept contacting her only to disappear moments later. Normally they met every three years on Oshieasta, a Moondalian celebration where civilians kept silent vigil and the Leaders of Darkness met in Dimentia, the twisted "between" of the Dark Realms. Tikal would attend those meetings with the water elemental Chaos, and help keep peace between the three hostile Dark Leaders. It was highly unusual for Tikal to appear anywhere outside of the vicinity of the Master Emerald, to which her spirit was bound, or the special churches spread around Moondale where both Chaos and other spiritual energies were stored.

Luna's thoughts were interrupted with a jolt. She had been steadily shifting her feet forward to feel for ground, and suddenly none was there. The tunnel had ended, open to the stale, musty air beyond. Luna didn't know how far it was to the ground, but had never been afraid of heights, able to fly and use her Starlight Magic for oxygen.

She scooted forward until her hips fell beyond the tunnel, then shoved with her hands to catapult the rest of the way out. Luna's feet hit solid mass much faster than she had anticipated; almost immediately, in fact. Her knees buckled automatically. Grunting in pain, Luna toppled backwards for lack of balance, her weight thankfully landing on her butt and not her head.

'The tunnel's entrance is only about a foot from lower ground,' some helpful part of Luna's brain noted.

'Yeah, thanks, Omachao.'

Standing, Luna stretched and popped her back to get rid of the newly created crick. She looked around in vain for some sort of light, unafraid of darkness but feeling horribly unprepared. When no light made itself known, Luna sighed quietly, defaulting to the second-best thing: echolocation.

A few quick, sharp chirps formed an "image" of the space in Luna's mind. She was in an ancient cavern, most likely limestone by the smell, with high ceilings and smooth floors. About thirty feet away, some sort of square structure sat, so perfect it had to be artificially made. Luna smelled iron stronger now, so she assumed the structure was some sort of metal safe room. She couldn't tell how large it was with echolocation, but she could tell how far away it was. With no other objective to check out, Luna began walking towards the safe room, making regular chirps so that she didn't trip on any large rocks in the dark. She'd done that before; at full speed. No need for a repeat performance.

Once she was close enough, Luna put her flesh hand carefully on the metal wall, feeling it like she would look at it. Walking around, she soon found what passed as a door, though the handle was in the middle. She tried it, expecting the worst and getting it. Of course it would be locked; it's a safe room. However, a small keypad adorned the wall to the left of the door. Luna smiled in the darkness. It was electric. She could hack it easily.

Unreeling a long wire from her metal arm, Luna plugged it into the keypad and closed her eyes. Across her robotic retina a string of red code appeared: a firewall of sorts. She plucked at it mentally, and was rewarded with strange, angry twanging noises from the keypad.

Testing, one, two...

"Oh, little door, why are you locked?" Luna sang quietly in Moondalian, working quickly. "I just want to visit, I have not come to harm... why do you hide your secrets? Hmmm~"

Luna stopped abruptly, keeping her eyes closed. She had heard wind. There was no wind underground.

Only moving objects made wind underground.

Sidestepping the roundhouse from behind her, which was as silent as a ghost, Luna forgot that she was connected to the panel and cried out when the connection was lost. Her cybernetics launched into emergency mode, blinding lances of electricity racing up and down her arm. Luna dropped the hammer, useless, to the ground as she backed into the wall behind her, flesh hand rubbing agitatedly at her face. The internal cybernetics in her eye and throat had the worst of it, not having any idea what was happening. This, unfortunately, meant...

"Can-can-can-cano-o-o-o-ot #vrrt!# Err: conn-conn-connection #vrp!# lo-o-lost! Err!"

When Luna tried to speak, her bionic voice box only formed the same emergency message. This always happened when her cybernetic larynx received a shock; a glitch she still hadn't gotten fixed despite the trouble it always caused.

"Err: connection was l-oooooo-st #ksht!# lost," Luna gasped, trying to look for Amy but finding a large, distorted, blue display dancing across her retina. "Can-c-ca-cancel? Cancel? D-do you-u-u-u wish to canc-el-el?"

"I knew you were like him!" a slightly slurred, unfamiliar female voice cried triumphantly, in front of Luna and much closer than the Hedgecat had anticipated.

Luna cried out incomprehensibly as a fist slammed into the side of her muzzle, sending her body reeling and blood spurting from her nose. Dizzy and disoriented with pain, she tried to crawl away, to regain her senses and fight, but her attacker knew these caves better than she did. A boot came down hard on Luna's back, sending her into the stone floor so hard the breath left her. Then another kick came in contact with Luna's face, this time breaking her nose. In desperation—or, perhaps, instinct—Luna curled into a ball to deflect these attacks. It was a Hedgehog instinct that was normally effective, what with the spiny head and back, but Luna was only half and had no quills. It allowed her a small amount of repose, though, as Amy continued to beat on her exposed body.

Luna sensed a familiar pattern to Amy's attacks. All heavy and slow, as if she were swinging her body at Luna when she attacked. All predictable, if the rhythm could be found.

Just as Luna thought, Amy soon paused to raise her foot, intending to bring it crashing down on her neck in a blow that would probably kill her. Before she could do so, Luna uncurled quickly and swiped her leg under Amy's only supporting one. The Hedgehog crashed to the ground, and Luna jumped on her, beginning a roll. Amy tried to strangle Luna while the Hedgecat tried to capture her arms, both doing so fiercely. On one such occasion, Luna's normal, black-gloved hand—and, by extension, bare fingers—went into Amy's arm. Luna cried out in shock and disgust at the slimy feel of exposed muscle, shrinking away out of instinct. Amy, in response to this, drove her foot deep into Luna's gut, sending the other several feet away.

Luna came to a painful halt face first, her head smacking on the stone in the suddenness of her stop. She could've sworn the noise echoed, but it might've been her imagination. The dark world spun wildly around her, offering no repose in detail to let Luna regain her bearings. Before she recovered, a foot forced her harder to the ground, firmly settled on the base of her back. She wanted to fight back, but her head, perhaps because of the blow, was having some amount of trouble sending out commands.

"Give me a reasson."

A reason to what? Live or die? Luna tried to ask, tact not first in her pain-hazed mind, but all that came out was, "Err: con-connection was lost. Can-an-an-an-ancel?"

"I'll take that asss a, 'I can't'," came the slurring, unfamiliar voice in a strangely smug tone.

Luna felt the heel of the boot tap her skull experimentally, as a golfer would test his swing before he committed. Desperate to live, but also desperate for her friends and family to live, Luna forced her cybernetic eye into holographic display and played the first thing that came to mind.

A stream of bluish light came forth from Luna's right eye, forming a large screen in midair a few feet from where they were. Her attacker froze, tensing, and watched it wearily. Apparently Luna had been hungry when she thought about what to play, because even she couldn't explain why she was showing this memory.

From Luna's perspective, it showed KATY in her nanite body with Gamble, both standing in the kitchen of Luna's family's house in Wood Zone. Gamble was trying to explain the stove when he noticed Luna watching. He asked her to come over and help, which she did. KATY was convinced everything would be edible if it was black, which clearly indicated a bacteria-free inside. Gamble was trying to explain the concept of "burnt food tastes gross" to a living computer virus that had only ever eaten other A.I.'s and their data.

"What... iss thiss?" The feminine voice asked quietly. Perhaps unconsciously, the boot against Luna's head relaxed a bit. Luna's instincts told her to take this opportunity and fight back, but something else, something deeper, told her to wait.

The memory—and the hologram—ended after a few minutes with a burst of friendly laughter; Luna and KATY had begun to tickle Gamble. The cavern was once again thrown into darkness, and Luna slumped to the floor, resting her pounding head against the mercifully cool stone. Her nose ached terribly with each throb of her heart, but she dared not move. After a few long, tense minutes, Luna jumped when the foot went away. Neither girl said a word, though Luna did take the opportunity to force her broken muzzle back into place. It hurt furiously but healed in a matter of seconds, having been waiting for this. The rest of her body was already healed, allowing her to roll onto her back and take a deep breath, waiting.

"What'ss wrong with you?"

The tone was flat; hardly indicating a question. Once again Luna noticed the odd slur and lisp to the other's voice, reminiscent of one with half of their face numbed after a trip to the dentist.

"Err: connect-ion-ion was l-lost," Luna stuttered with some difficulty, taking care to articulate her sounds. "C-c-cancel? Err: c—unabl-l-le to can-cel-el-el. Must re#ksht!# connection to compleeeeeeeeee-e-ete the transaction-ion."

"You were hacking my door. You need to finissh?" Amy asked.

Luna knew a rhetorical question when she heard one. She sensed movement above her head and flinched instinctually, prepared to counterattack. In the dim glow cast by her cybernetic arm, however, Luna saw a hand extended—not a fist. She took it hesitantly and allowed herself to be lifted to her feet, using the sounds of their heels clicking to regain her bearings in the semi-darkness.

Reaching the door again, Luna found the frayed, useless remnants of her wiring hanging with one end still attached to the panel. Holding the damaged end of the wires to her arm, a string of nanites found it and connected. The screen came back over Luna's retina. She canceled the transaction as quickly as she could, and then the wire automatically returned to its place within the recesses of her metal arm. She couldn't see Amy, but sensed her presence just behind, listening intently.

Her voice and vision finally restored, Luna said rather uselessly, "I'm not possessed."

"Lead with that when ssomeone thinkss you are," Amy replied firmly, leaving no room for complaint or argument. Luna could have expected that much. The Amy she knew was fairly stubborn.

But not mean, some small voice interjected.

In a world like this, Luna countered. You never really know.

"So, are you gonna... y'know, let me in?" Luna asked, stepping aside for Amy to walk to the door. If the younger girl wanted to do so, she didn't act on it.

"Firsst, who are you?"

Luna knew that Amy couldn't see her exasperated look in the darkness, but made one nonetheless as she quipped, "In here? After a fight like that, you wanna know who I am?"

She received no reply, and took the message, sighing. Despite being a tomboy and never having had the extensive royal training that her older sister had received, Luna had certain habits that most princesses did. One of them was, when asked her name, replying with her entire title and a royal salute.

First doing the aforementioned bow, Luna then stood, clicked her heels and announced, "I am Princess Luna Rose Starblaizer; Leader of the Moonlight Realm, Starlight Princess, and niece of the great King Nova. Long live the King, yada, yada, yada. Call me Luna."

Well, that wasn't exactly as her Mama had taught her... but the little Starlight Princess had always had a flair for personalizing things.

"You can call me Amy," the strange voice replied, in what was an obviously poor attempt at her previous cutesy intro. "Amy... R-Rossse."

"I know your n—," Luna tried to explain, but Amy was still talking.

"...I'm ssorry."

Luna stopped, inhaling deeply but remaining silent. She didn't know how to respond to that, especially with the phantom pains of her previously broken muzzle still lingering. Thankfully, this Amy seemed one of few words; she brushed past Luna and imputed a long code into the panel. The door clicked loudly—far too loud in the dark, quiet environment. Amy swung it open and let Luna inside to the darkness within, following and closing the door behind them with a loud clang.

That's when the lights finally powered on. Had Luna been able to fly straight up at this moment, she would have, but the lowness of the drab grey ceiling prevented it. This new Amy was... a mess, to put it in layman terms.

Contrasting quite sharply to the cutesy, fashion-loving Amy that Luna knew, this Amy's bubblegum pink quills were long enough to be swept back over her shoulder. Three long, jagged scars marred her once beautiful little face. These scars, arranged in a claw fashion, had ruined her right eye and the right corner of her muzzle, rendering that side of her mouth useless (and therefore accounting for the lisp). An old bandage covered a hole in her left arm, but not completely; Luna could see exposed muscle and bone and even the door behind Amy, the sight making her almost sick when she realized she'd touched it. Even her trademark red and white dress was torn and ragged, hanging loosely around her knees, and her stained gloves didn't cover the sallow fingers that wrapped around her hammer's handle. She now had a belt hung around her waist, which held a few well-used tarot cards.

Amy didn't say anything about Luna staring. She didn't seem at all surprised at it, which only further broke the Hedgecat's heart. Instead, Amy looked away, almost as if she were ashamed to meet eyes with Luna. She walked over to a sort of indent in the wall, like a small room. Inside of this Luna glimpsed a shower head, but what Amy retrieved was a plate-sized, square object—a mirror. She brought it to Luna and offered it hesitantly, her dull green eyes never quite locking with vibrant ice blue and deep emerald green.

"Blood. On your face. I'll get a towel..." Amy explained quietly, walking off again.

Disregarding the mirror in her hand, Luna looked around, carefully scanning her surroundings. The room was fairly large; about the length and width of a tennis court. A watery yellow lightbulb hung precariously from a single wire in the middle of the ceiling. It cast everything into a drab color that made Luna feel slightly ill, reminding her of more inter-dimensional trips gone bad. However, aside from this the room was fairly comfortable; almost a real home. An old, two-person couch sat in the farthest left corner of the room, a moderately sized bookshelf next to it with neatly organized books and boxes in it. A threadbare red rug lay in the middle of the floor, giving its faded color in a futile attempt to liven the room, and a simple, mobian sized bed sat in the corner closest to the door. In the other corner furthest from the door, there was a simple kitchen consisting of a stove, a cabinet, and a dorm-room sized refrigerator. This was where Amy was, searching for the towel she'd mentioned. Apparently it proved hard to find, since she was looking agitated and muttering silent curses under her breath as she shifted through battered cans and freeze-dried packs.

Luna glanced down at the mirror she was holding, unsure of what else to do. She'd seen the same face so often for 50 years that now, Luna hardly needed a mirror to know where the blood was. It splattered over her mouth and nose, already mostly dry but nonetheless impairing her sense of smell with a coppery undertone. She drew her pink, slightly barbed tongue over the splatters until they were wet again, then used her long, thick curls to wipe off the mess.

"I don't need a towel," she told Amy, causing the latter to stop and look back at her. "I'm half Cat. I'm fine."

"You're a hybrid?" Amy asked, for the first time a hint of curiosity in her slur.

Hybrid mobians were fairly rare, because when two different mobian races (Cat and Hedgehog, for example) had kids, they usually had either twins carrying either of their respective parents' traits or one child carrying both. Luna's Mama and Papa had produced five children, and the genes had been passed almost evenly, making them hybrids.

"My Papa was Hedgehog, my Mama was Cat," Luna said, in response to Amy's question. "I have three siblings. The other was murdered."

Amy didn't seem particularly caught up with this grim statement, causing Luna to wonder when news of death had stopped bothering her. She didn't get much chance to think about it, however, for Amy had apparently decided that it was time to talk.

"This iss my home," she slurred with some difficulty, gesturing to the room as if it needed pointed at. "Um... I don't have television, obvioussly. I have bookss. And board gamess, I think. I don't have very much food. And only one bed, s-sso... I guesss..."

"What are you suggesting?" Luna asked, brows furrowed.

"Well, you're sstaying," Amy replied, as if this were obvious. "I s-suppose you'll ssleep on the couch. I get new rationss every week, sso you'll have to s-share until then. How many calories are you ussed to getting?"

"You... Wha... Um... I need about 4,680 a day," Luna replied, not quite registering the rest of the sentence. "When it's warm. When it's cold I need two or three thousand more, depending on how many degrees below 0 it is."

Amy blinked, visibly taken aback. "That's three timess more caloriess than a normal mobian. How in the world are you so ssskinny?"

Luna grunted in a non-committal fashion, shaking her head and shrugging. This was all happening a bit too fast for her to take care of everything that needed taken care of. Unsolved problems were nagging at her from the backseat of her mind, joining in a chaotic chorus with the voices that already resided there. Slowly but surely, Luna felt a headache forming. If things didn't calm down soon so that she could start organizing herself, she knew that it would become a migraine. Then, of course, the panic attack would occur.

"I'm ageless?" Luna offered after a few seconds, before thinking further and adding, "Er, literature typically refers to it as 'semi-immortal'. My whole family is. It's genetic. The Starblaizers have been ageless been since the beginning of everything. It gives us enhanced healing and normally would make it to where we don't have to eat at all. But I'm also the Princess of the Stars, so—um, I'm extremely powerful. My powers overloaded—do overload—my body. If I didn't eat so much, my enhanced healing wouldn't be able to keep up. I'd be torn open from the inside."

Amy didn't respond. Slightly nervous about how her story would be taken, Luna looked up from the rug. Suddenly, for the first time since arriving in that world, Luna was looking straight into Amy's good eye. The younger Hedgehog was gazing intrepidly into Luna's face with the familiar childlike excitement that Luna was used to seeing. Amy—the Prime Zone one—had a deep love for all sorts of fantastical stuff, soft-serve ice cream, and Sonic. Luna knew, at least, that two of these things were unavailable to this version, so hearing of an ageless, hybrid, cyborg Princess with magical powers had probably awakened the deeply hidden child in this ragged person.

However, a dark look came over Amy's face; one that Luna recognized. As the smell of despair wafted towards her, she realized that Amy was crushing her own hope to protect herself.

Now refusing to look at Luna, Amy instead looked down at the floor. Man, that poor rug was receiving a lot of attention today.

"You'll have to adjust to fewer caloriess," the young mortal said, her voice flat. "And probably less ssleep. I'll fix you s-some dinner, and then we can arrange turns for the watch."

"Wait, _watch?"_ Luna asked, following Amy over to the kitchen.

"We'll take turns ssleeping and keeping watch for S-Sonic," Amy explained quietly, still avoiding the Starlight Princess' searching eyes. "You were fighting him, and you weren't lossing. That's the firsst I've ever sseen. I could use some extra ssleep, so you—"

"No-no-no, I'm not _staying_ here!" Luna cut her off, shaking her head firmly and backing up a step. "I came here with three other people. I have to find them!"

"They're dead." Amy didn't even bother to sugarcoat it, opening a cold can of soup and pouring it into a small pot on the stove, a meager blue flame already raging underneath.

"They are not dead!" Luna shot back, her voice escalating slightly in frustration. "They must have been separated, that's all. I'll find them!"

"You won't find them," Amy said, putting a spoon in the pot with a clang and looking at Luna. "I only ssaw you lying there. There were no other people with you. Even if there were, they're out there alone and night iss about to fall. If S-Sonic doesn't find them, S-S-Scavengers will."

"Scavengers?" Luna asked, concern stealing over her face.

"Ssurvivors," Amy explained. "People Ssonic didn't kill, like me. Well... mosst of them were more lucky than I wass..."

With this, Amy shuddered and almost imperceptibly shifted a hand to her stomach. Luna stared for a moment, wondering what that might mean, but before she had a chance to ask Amy had taken her hand away and continued.

"Scavengerss are desssperate people. Most of them just abandoned any moralss they had; humanss ate humanss, mobianss ate mobianss, and vice verssa. They s-steal and kill and do whatever they can to s-s-survive. Get it?"

"My friends are fighters," Luna said faithfully, raising her head. "They're capable of handling themselves."

"Sso were my friends," Amy replied, stirring the soup unenthusiastically before adding, in a voice so quiet that Luna hardly heard it, "Sso was _Sonic."_

Silence ensued, for Luna didn't have the heart to break it. On one hand, she wanted to comfort Amy, but she didn't know how. What would she say? What could she say? "Oh, I'm more powerful than anyone in the known multiverse and I got possessed, sooo... Sonic was screwed!" No, she couldn't even tell Amy she had been possessed—most people assumed on intuition that it was a permanent business, and she needed this trust. Looking at Amy mumbling to herself quietly, her words slurred and pained, her one good eye glancing at her visitor every other second... Luna knew that she had been living alone for a very long time, surviving, and trying not to go insane. Luna could relate to that last bit, and knew how very much having a friend helped. Heck, having someone sentient to talk to helped, period. Someone who wasn't trying to drive you insane, that is. Someone who wasn't inside of your head.

'Someone who isn't Phantom.'

Luna walked a few feet away from Amy and sat on the rug, removing her boots and socks and setting them beside her. She stared at the point where her light brown fur transitioned into a darker brown at the ankles, gathering her thoughts. After having achieved some semblance of order upstairs, Luna exhaled deeply and folded her legs into a lotus position as Tikal had once taught her. Placing her hands on her knees palms up, she closed her eyes and breathed deeply, focusing on the energy in the air and ground around her.

"Stars, light your fires. Lead me the way, oh heavenly fliers," Luna whispered in Moondalian. "Let God guide you through the skies. Show me what I need—"

Luna suddenly jolted, feeling a hand touch her arm and wrench her out of the beginning trance. Amy had knelt in front of her, her eyebrows pinched in concern and fear.

"_Never_ interrupt me while I'm doing that!" Luna snapped heatedly, throwing her arm up to knock Amy's hand away. "What is it?! The world better be ending!"

"I... your s-sssoup is wwarm," Amy said quietly, her slur more pronounced now that she was nervous. "The w-wworld already ended. Or h-haven't you nnoticed?"

Luna bit back her retort, looking away. She accepted the bowl and spoon but didn't start eating.

"What... What were you doing?" Amy asked, sitting opposite of Luna.

Luna sighed and grimaced at the floor, patting her knees to keep calm. The last thing she needed was Amy interrupting her while she was in a full trance. Not only could that send her cybernetics into emergency mode—_again_—it could trigger Luna's instinctual defenses. Luna would kill Amy if she panicked like that, and needless to say, that was _not_ what this mission needed right now. She had not vowed to keep Amy alive, but she did want to keep the kill count on this mission to a minimum if possible.

"It's called Starlight's Lament," Luna explained quietly. "This version is a technique that my Papa made for contacting people in other dimensions."

"Other d-dimensionss?" Amy looked truly curious now—unabashedly so, obviously eager for more.

"_Yes_," the Starlight Princess replied shortly, her voice as cold and foreboding as deep space. "Now, if you don't mind, I'd like to finish. Do. **Not**. Interrupt. Me."

Luna waited until Amy had nodded before resuming her position and closing her eyes. This time, golden energy began to pulse from her body, shining red through her eyelids.

"Stars, light your fires! Lead me the way, oh heavenly fliers!" she chanted in Moondalian, her voice taking on the choir-like echo of the Star spirits she embodied. "Let God guide you through the skies! Show me what I need to find... show me..."

Whatever the last word was, Amy didn't know. She was preoccupied with the sudden light show around her guest: long brown hair turned gold, whipping about in an invisible wind; rings of yellow energy rippling from the bangles on those mismatched wrists; and the voice... oh, Luna's voice had suddenly become so different! She was singing; a sound so _beautiful_ to quivering pink ears that hadn't heard music in so long.

Listening to these strange, wondrous words but not understanding their meaning, Amy felt something stir deep within her: a feeling she had clung to years ago but abandoned in favor of survival.

Looking at the Starlight Princess, Amy felt _hope_.


End file.
